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PREFACE 


Poygai Alvar’s Mudal Tiruvantadi consists of one hundred verses. 
- Fiftyone verses selected from this Tiruvantadi have been translated 
into English in this volume; and their mystical and philosophical 
significance has been brought out, closely following the commentaries 
on this Tiruvantadj] written from the standpoint of Srivaignavism. 
Relevant passages from gruti and smrii have been cited in the context 
to highlight the points stressed by the Alvar in the hymns. 


A mystic is a spiritual personality without frontiers. Though he 
may belong to a particular religion, culture, and period, his views have 
universal appeal transcending the dogmas of religion and the limitations 
of culture and period. So it is not only to Visistadvaitins and 
Srivaignavites, but to others as well that the hymns of Poygai Alvar 
are of great value, It means that the hymns may also be interpreted 
from. other points of view. Alternative interpretation, wherever 


possible, has,aiso been given in the annotations on the verses. 


T contributed some articles to the Bhagya Bharani, the monthly 
journal of Sri Panrimalai Samikal Cultural Centre Madras, relating 
to Poygai Aiar’s Mudal Tiruvantadi. Sometime back I delivered a 
course cf special lectures on Poygai Alvar under the auspices of Sri 
Ramakrishna Math, Mylapore, Madras. These articles and lectures 
served asthe nucleus for this monograph. I express my gratefull 
thanks to these organizations, A special article which I contributed 
to the Indian Philosophical Annual, Volume VIII, of the Dr S. Radha- 
krishnan Institute for Advanced Study in Philosophy, University of 
Madras, helped me to give a definite shape to this monograph. In this 
connection, I express my thanks to the Editor of the Indian Philosophical 


Vi 


Annual for permission to make use of my special article in the prepara- 
tion of this monograph. 


I am grateful to Dr V. A. Devasenapathi, Director, The Dr S. 
Radhakrishnan Institute for Advanced Study in Philosophy, and 
Dr N. Veezhinathan, Reader in Sanskrit, University of Madras, 
for their helpful suggestions and guidance. I Express my grateful 
thanks to Professor K. Seshadri for writing a Foreword to this book. 


R. BALASUBRAMANIAN 


FOREWORD 


The Alvars are aptly described as divers in the ocean of God- 
experience. They are immersed in “ Bhagavad-anubhava’’. Their 
song-effusions are spontaneous out-pourings, that contain the pearls 
gathered from the depths. They are inspired poetry,—not deliberate 
or designed for effect. They are fresh, yet ripe in content and finished 
to a perfection in form,—* prabandhas”’ par excellence. They carry 
_no trace of common self-consciousness, but reveal a profound awaken- 
ing in a new dimension of their inner being and enduring, ego-less 
awareness of the Supreme as the Soul of souls and the Self of all. 
«c It is not I that sing, but God in me,” protests one of the Alvars. 
“© Tané yānenbāgi tannaittané tudittu,” are his very words. 


The hymns of the Alvars are no mere praises that propitiate. 
They illumine and elevate. They are authentic utterances, fresh from 
a direct “encounter with Truth’. The Aivars are mystics, “ filled 
with a mazing tidings, ” which they can hardly tell and which they are 
altogether unable to contain. Their expression is sublime in their 
symbolism, and what they seek to convey has taken its rise in a 


transcendental order. 


Mysticism implies a re-assessment of the world and of one’s own 
being. ‘he mystic sees the world in a new light, “charged witha 


new. Vitality, with a splendour which does not belong to it but is 


poured through it”. He sees the world as deified, because he is him- 


self cleansed and purified. 


«The completed mystical life” is “ to know the hidden unity in 


eternal Being’’. The superior mystic “enjoys all creatures in God, 
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and God in all creatures”. The life of the A]vars may well be called 
the completed mystical life. They truly typify every phase of superior 
mysticism. Mysticism being essentially a movement of the heart in 
its inmost depths, the Alvars speak the language of the heart, and what 
they convey would surpass all philosophies as products of mere in- 
tellectual effort. There is no East or West in mystic experience. The 
dialects differ, but the message is the same. 


The Alvars are reckoned as twelve in number in the tradition of 
South Indian mysticism including Anda] and Madhurakavi. Nam- 
malvar is looked upon as the central luminary in the galaxy, but Poygai 
Alvar, Bhutattalvar and Peyalvar are together hailed as “ Mudal- 
ajvars’’, being chronologically prior to all the others. The present 


work confines itself to Poygai Alvar, and is distinctive as an exposition 


of his mysticism. It does not claim to be a rendering in English of all 


the hundred verses of Poygai’s composition celebrated as the Mudal 


Tiruvantadi. Yet, in a sense, it accomplishes more than what a 


translation, however thorough and complete in itself, may seek to 


achieve. Indeed, we have here a simple and lucid rendering of 
almost all the verses, together with their text in the original given as 


part of the foot-notes, as we move from page to page. But its unique- 


ness lies in the sequence of thought, which it reveals, as the exposition 
advances. The topics dealt with are presented serially under appro- 
priate heads, beginning with “The World and its Cause ” 


and con- 
cluding with * Assurance and Attainment”. 


The magnificense of the 
Antadi’s opening verse is in the mystic splendour of a cosmic symbo- 
lism, to which the inward eye of the Alvar opens, deepening and 


infinitely enlarging the outer vision of common perception and empiri- 


cal understanding. ‘The concluding verse brings the whole course of 


the mystic movement to a spiritual consummation in self-surrender. 
Dr Balasubramanian’ S treatment serves to reflect the special excellences 
of the Mudal Tiruvantadi in the context of universal mysticism. He 
has brought to bear on it the fruits of a careful study of the text as 


well as some: of the leading ‘traditional commentaries. “His brief In- 


troduction is a systematic presentation of the meaning of mysticism and 
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offers a basis for a comprehensive interpretation of the mysticism 
of the Alvars, both in the light of theistic mysticism and of identity 
mysticism. Mysticism represents the ineffable sublimities of spiritual 
experience, which would defy all analysis and categorisation. ‘Oh, 


taste and see, ” 


K. SESHADRI 


Director, Centre for Studies in Tradition, 
Madras + 18- Thought, and Culture of India, 
The C.P, Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation 
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believed that Poygai is an amsa of Pa@iicajanya, the sacred conch of 
Visnu. And Poygai’s association with Kafici and the star sravana adds 
to his greatness. ? 


Not knowing each other, the first three A]vars were moving from 
place to place, visiting temples and worshipping the sacred images 
(arc@s) installed therein. Their mission in life was to glorify God and 
enjoy Him forever. The divine plan was such that it brought them 
together face to face in one place and gave them an occasion to intuit 
God’s presence in their midst. One day when it was heavily raining 
after sun-sct, Poygai Alvar took shelter'in the passage of the hermitage 
of the sage Mrgandu at Tirukkovaliir. The passage was narrow and 
completely enveloped in darkness. The area of the passage was such 
that only one person could lie down there, two could sit, and three 
could stand. It so happened that two other devotees, Bhiitattalvar 
and Peyalvar, also came there one after another for shelter. Wherever 
there are devotees, in all those places the Lord marks his presence. 
“ Whoso worship me with devotion,” says Lord Krsna, “they are in 
me, and I am also in them.”? There is also the testimony of Jesus: 
‘* ....«.where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am 
I in the midst of them.”* When the three Alvars were together in the 
narrow, dark, congested passage, their thoughts were as usual about 
God, and all of them suddenly felt the presence of a fourth person 
who was elbowing them. Very soon they realized that the fourth 
person was no other than the Lord of Sri. Poygai Alvar records the 
experience he had at that time in one of the verses in his Tiruvantadi. 
He says: “O the virtuous Lord who protected the people from the 
torrential rain of stones by holding aloft the mountain as an umbrella ! 
Without going outside the threshold and also without getting into the 
interior of the house, you just now stationed yourself along with Sri in 
the corridor of the house situated in the beautiful Tirukkovalir liked by 
all. It is, indeed, marvellous.” 4 Just as the devotees see¥ God, even 





l, “‘tulayam Sravane jalam katicyam ka@itcanavarijat 
Dvapare pattcajanyam Sam sareyoginamasraye.” 

2. Bhagavad-gita, IX, 29, 

Matthew, XVIII,’ 20. 

4. verse 86, 
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so the latter seeks the company of the devotees. Like Poygai, 
Bhütattālvār too had the vision of the eternal at that time. He identi- 
fies the supreme Person whom he saw then as Narayana in the first verse 
of his Tiruvantādi. Bringing out the association of Sri with Narayana, 
Peyalvar, instead of just declaring “I saw God’’, gives details of what he 
witnessed at that time. Ina hymn of matchless beauty, unsurpassed 
vividness, and inspiring declaration he says: ‘‘ Today in the Lord who 
is of the colour of the sea, I saw Sri. Isaw the body shining like gold. 
I saw the luminous light like that of the sun. I saw the lustrous discus 
which displays its supremacy in the battlefield. I saw the conch.® 


“It is difficult to define mysticism. The word “ mysticism’? has 
been used in different senses some of which are derogatory. It is used 
to convey what is mysterious and awe-inspiring. It is also used to 
convey the esoteric. It is sometimes used in the sense of what is 
unintelligible, foggy, and vague. It is also used to refer to a certain 
kind of experience different from the ordinary empirical experience. 
‘Because of the close association of religion with mysticism, it becomes 
rather difficult to distinguish the latter from the former. - Visions and 
voices, trances and emotional states are also associated with mysticism, 
In view of the several senses in which the word “ mysticism ” has been 
used, it is difficult to give a satisfactory definition of mysticism. It 
does‘ not follow from this that we cannot indicate the generally 
accepted sense in which the word has been used by all those who are 
favourably disposed towards mysticism. Generally, it has been used to 
convey the intuitive realization of the oneness of Reality, which is 
altogether different from intellectual apprehension, as also the direct 
communion of the individual soul with the supreme Being. 


There are different kinds of mysticism such as theistic and trans- 
theistic (which is otherwise called identity mysticism), extrovertive and 
introvertiye, nature mysticism, aesthetic mysticism, soul mysticism, and 
soon. Wealsospeak of Christian mysticism, Stfi mysticism, Hindu 
mysticism, Buddhist mysticism, etc. Some varieties of mysticism are 
said to be sacred, while some others are characterized as profane. 
Different kinds of mysticism have existed in all ages and cultures. 


5. First verse in the Third Tiruwantadi. 
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Though there are undoubtedly some points of difference between one 
kind of mysticism and another, there are many characteristics common 
to the different kinds of mysticism. The common characteristics which 
constitute the universal core of mysticism are: (1) experience of one- 
ness, -2) the apprehension of the one as the inner Spirit in all things, 
(3) objectivity of experience, (4) an experience of joy, happiness, 
blessedness, etc., (5) a feeling that what is apprehended is holy, 
sacred, or divine, and (6) the loss of individuality. - 


When we say that some one is a mystic, we mean that the person 
concerned is one who has mystical experience. A mystic, whether 
Eastern or Western, Christian or Hindu, extrovertive or introvertive, 
is one who has direct apprehension of the transcendent reality, resulting 
in unitive experience, in whatever way the expression “‘unitive experience” 
is interpreted. He has the actual experience of what he is talking 


about. His experience of the One is direct and immediate, and 
not indirect and mediate. 


A mystic that he is, Poygai Alvar experiences the one supreme ` 
Being everywhere. When he sees kaya and piivai flowers which are 


black in colour, he sees the supreme Being.” These flowers as well 


as other things which are black reveal to him the presence of the one 


reality everywhere. On the basis of his own authentic experience he 


says that the supreme Being is everywhere—on the milky ocean, on the 
Venkata hill, and in the minds of all people. ê 
Poygai Alvar affirms that the one reality 
The different forms of God, 


Like other mystics, 
is seen in different forms. 
such as Siva and Vignu, worshipped and 
adored by the devotees are the manifestations of one and the same 
reality. Though apparently different in form, function, and other 
features, for both Siva and Vigau, Poygai Alvar declares, the body is 


a a 


6. See W.T. Stace, Mysticism and Philosophy (London: Macmillan & Co. 
Ltd., 1961), p. 131, for the list of common characteristics of extrovertive 
mystical experiences and of introvertive mystical experiences, 

7. verse 89, 


8. verse 99, 
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one.® This idea is again emphasized by him in another place as 
follows: ‘Though Siva with a body shining like gold, with matted 
hair, and auspicious qualities, and Vişņu who measured the universe 
appear in two different forms, one is ever in the body of the other.” +° 
In respect of the manifested forms, Siva and Vignu are undoubtedly 
different ; but they are essentially one, because the underlying reality in 
them of which they are the manifestations is one. We may drive home 
the point by means of an example. Though a pot and a pan are 
different from each other, they are nevertheless one, because the under- 
lying reality in them, vz clay, of which they are the manifestations is 
the same. By stretching the line of reasoning stated above to other 
cases, we may say that all objects are one inasmuch as the underlying 
reality in all of them is one. While a mystic realizes the truth of the 
oneness of things through intuition, others who are at the level of 


reasoning fail to realize this truth. 


Normally, we would say that it is not possible for objects to be 
different-and also to be one at the same time. If objects are different, 
they cannot be one; and if they are one, they cannot at the same time 
be different. If so, how is it, it may be asked, that objects which are 
different are one according to the mystic? The problem is solved in 
terms of the perspective or standpoint that is involved. Objects may 
be viewed from two perspectives or standpoints. They may be viewed 
from the standpoint of intuition or from that of reasoning. An object 
is what it is; and there cannot be change in the essential nature of a 
thing. But there can be change in our perspective. Objects appear 
to be different when we view them from the standpoint of discursive 
But they are seen as one when they are viewed from the 
Since our reasoning is conditioned by ma@ya- 


reasoning. 


standpoint of intuition. 
avidya, it presents what is one as manifold. The Upanisad says that 


the one reality, due to maya, is perceived as manifold.'' The oneness 
of things @an be realized only at the mystical level of intuition, and 
not at the discursive level of reasoning. Let us see how Poygai 
Alvar in a subtle way brings out the distinction between the standpoint 





9, verse 5. 
10. verse 98. 
ll, Brhadiranyaka Upanigad, IT, v, 19. 


xiv POYGAI ALVAR 
of reasoning and that of intuition which transcends the level of 
reasoning. He asks: “Chattering the names of the Lord apart, 
who can truly know our supreme Being? >!? He also says that the 
supreme Being can be known through true knowledge (Qù es 
erearib).*® It may appear that Poygai Alvar is contradicting himself 
here, because he says that the supreme Being can be known and also 
cannot be known. But the contradiction is only apparent. The two 
statements made by him have reference to two different standpoints. 
The supreme Being, the Truth of all things, cannot be known through 
our senses and reasoning. But it can be known through true know- 
ledge or intuition, what Poygai Alvar calls Quw@s@;rarw, which 
transcends the level of reasoning and senses, whose testimony holds 
good at the empirical level of distinctions. 


Mystics claim that the highest reality is the inner Spirit of all 
things. The One, the mystics say, is not only the source and support, 
but also the inner controller of everything. The Upanisad, for exam- 
ple, speaks of. Brahman as the indwelling Spirit (antaryamin) in all 
beings, sentient and insentient.14 In several places Poygai Alvan 
stresses the idea that the supreme Being is the cause of the world.'5 
Since the supreme Being is one and non-dual, it is both the material 
and efficient cause rolled into one (abhinna-nimitta-upadana-karana). 
Where are we to find this Reality? Poygai Alvar says that being the 
indwelling Spirit it is in the minds of those who think of it,® and that 


itis the controller of all elements, from ākāga to earth, and also of 
the jivas.'? 


Though mystic experience is subjective, it points to a reality 
which. is objective, which is outside and beyond the mystic himself. 
In other words, the reality experienced by the mystic is transsubjective, 
Like other mystics, Poygai Alvar too speaks of the reality. experienced 





12. verse 56, 

13. verse 47. 

See Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, Chapter III, section vii, 
15. verses 61, 73, 92. 

16. verse 99. 

17. verse 96, 
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by him. And he identifies this reality as God, as Narayana, the Lord 
of Sri. 


Poygai Alvar speaks of his God-experience in more than one 
hymn in the Tiruvantadi. Mystics speak of God-experience attained 
by them either all on a sudden or as a result’ of the pursuit of a 
vigorous discipline. Ramakrishna Paramahamsa . and Ramana 
Maharshi, to mention only .two, are outstanding examples of mystics 
in contemporary times who speak of their God-experience. Again, 
some mystics speak of God-experience attained by them even in the 
pre-natal condition. Poygai Alvar belongs to this category of mystics. 
Like Vamadeva,'® Poygai Alvar recollects the experience of God he 
had while he was lying in the womb. He says: “Even then (before 
birth) when I was lying in the womb, did I worship with the hands 
united in the direction of the Lord who resides in Srirafigam, and saw 
him...”?® The experience which the Alvar speaks of is the direct 
experience of God, an experience not attained through any process of 
reasoning. He is more certain about the presence of Gad experienced by 
him than we are of the things of the external world in our normal 
‘waking consciousness. In another place he says: “I saw and 
worshipped the-feet of the Lord who, being touched by the waves of 
the ocean is in yoga-nidra on the bed of Adisega...°?° Also, he 
saw the Lord with Svi, he says, in the corridor of the hermitage of the 
sage at Tirukkovalur when he took shelter therein.?* Every mystic, 
whatever be the tradition or time he belongs to, speaks thus on the 
basis of his or her authentic experience. There is a long, continuous 
succession of mystics in the Hindu tradition right from the time of the 
Vedic seer who declared, ‘I know the sun beyond the darkness. He 
who knows Him thus becomes immortal in this life. There is no 


other way to immortality. ’’?? 


A mystic experiences the joy of fulfilment, a feeling of happiness 
and blesstdness, as a result of the intuition of the One or union with 








18, See Aitareya Upanisad, II, i, 5. 
19. verse 6. 

20. verse 16. 

21. verse 86. 

22, Purusasitktan, 
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the highest reality. Since the realization of the highest has been 
vouchsafed to him, Poygai Alvar considers himself extremely for- 
tunate. Wealth, pleasure derived from sensuous objects, lordship 
over the entire universe, the state of kaivalya,?® etc., are values inferior 
to God-realization, which is the highest value.?4 While other values 
are finite and fleeting, the realization of the supreme Being which is 
mokşa is the highest value which is infinite and eternal. Calling 
attention to the joy of fulfilment enjoyed by him asa result of the 
experience of the One everywhere, Poygai Alvar wonders whether there 
is anyone comparable to him.** He is happy that his mind, speech, 
and body are completely engrossed in God. He does not want, or care 
for, anything else. This being the case, he does not worry about any- 
thing that may happen to him.?® Asa consequence of God-realiza- 
tion, the Alvar finds that his life is invested with a new significance and 
purpose. He regrets for the godless life that he led earlier: “I wept 
in anguish that many days were spent uselessly (before I saw him).??27 
Realizing the meaning and purpose of life, he declares that he will 
lead a life of total dedication to the Lord. He says: ‘* My mouth 
will not praise anyone but the Lord. My hands will not worship 
anyone but Viggu, who (as Trivikrama) measured the world in three 
strides. My eyes will not see anything except the form of the Lord, 
and my ears will not hear anything except the name of the Lord, who 
consumed the poison, smeared on the breast of the demoness, 
Putanai.’’*® In another hymn he says: ‘My hands will not 
worship anyone but the Lord. My two ears will remain hearing the 
pleasant names of the Lord who is related to me. Everyday my 
tongue will be speaking about the feet of the Lord who wears the 
sounding anklets and who has the mighty Adisesa as His bed. I will 
not shamelessly pursue the objects of pleasure.’??® The constant 
love of God gives him “ peace” that passeth all understanding. 





© 
23. Kaivalya, as explained in Visistadvaita, is different from moksa. 
24. verse 71. 


25. verse 89. 


26. verse 88. 
27. vetSe 16. 
28. verse It. 
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A mystic, particularly of the theistic type, knows that the One 
which he has realized is the divine being, the most sacred one endowed 
with all auspicious qualities. Poygai Ajvar characterizes the supreme 
Being as naJJan,*° one who is good, as paņpan,?”! one who is endowed 
with auspicious qualities, gunam koļļlum,”? one who views favourably 
even the wrongs done by the jiva. He further identifies the supreme 
Being as Vignu, the Lord of Sri, who is armed with the beautiful discus, 
who wears the fresh and fragrant garland of basil, and who incarnated 


as Varaha, Vamana, Trivikrama, etc. 


The dissolution of individuality is an important feature of mystic 
experience, Ordinarily, an individual thinks of himself as separate 
from other individuals and the physical universe, and also from God. 
Further, he thinks of himself as the agent, and claims ownership of 
things, including his own body. The sense of “I”? and “mine” is 
uppermost in his mind. But there is no room for individuality in 
mystic experience. The loss of the. sense of individuality may ‘be 
accounted for in two ways. One explanation is from the standpoint 
of identity mysticism, and the other from the standpoint of theistic 


mysticism. 


Ignorance of the true nature of the inward Self which is no other 
than Brahman and which is one and non-dual, and a false identifica- 
tion with the not-Self are responsible for the rise of the sense of indivi- 
duality, Though the Self is immutable (kitastha) and free from 
activity (nzgkriya), due to ignorance it is thought of as an agent. The 
Self is one and non-dual, and there is no second to it with which it can 
be related. Owing to ignorance, a person thinks of the Self in a rela- 
tional way and claims that external things and the mind-body complex 
are related to it. The sense of individuality which a person develops 
due to aztdya functions in the twofold form of “I” and “ mine,” the 
nominative and possessive aspects of the ego. According to identity 


30. verse 15. 
31. verses 33, 86. 
39, verse 41, 
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mysticism, when a person realizes the true nature of his inward Self as 
one and non-dual, the notion of individuality disappears. 


Everything—the jiva as well as the physical universe—belongs to 
God, the supreme Self; and everything exists for the sake of God, 
being inseparably related to Him, as his body (Sarira), as His mode 
(prakara), as a part (Sega) of His being. Owing to ignorance, a person 
thinks that he exists independently of God and that he is the owner of 
things, while the truth is that he is dependent on God who is the 
owner of the entire universe. The first mantra of the ISavasya 
Upanisad says: “All this, whatever moves in this moving world, is 
enveloped by God. So find your enjoyment in renunciation ; do not 
covet what belongs to others.” Not knowing the nature of the three 
entities (taitva-traya), viz God, the jiva, and the world, a person 
develops the sense of individuality, becomes egoistic, and claims 
ownership of things that do not belong to him. His sense of individu- 
ality disappears when he knows the truth through mystic experience. 
In more than one hymn, Poygai Alvar refers to the case of Mahabali 
who was full of egoism and who was punished by the Lord in the 
appropriate way. Mahabali serves as a warning to those who are 
egoistic. Poygai Alvar asks: Is it not for removing the sense of “I” 
and “mine” (of the individual souls) that you, by begging and 
lowering your hands, accepted (three measures of) ground from Mahia- 
bali who claimed the world as his own even though it did not belong 
m him ?°* Without knowing the real position the ignorant, says the 
Alvar, think that the Lord played a trick on Mahabali and cheated 
him. And so they blame the Lord; but they do not censure Maha- 
bali who managed to conceal his wrongs under the cloak of charity.®¢ 


It is wrong to think that identity mysticism and theistic mysticism 
are opposed to each other. It is the One which is experienced by all 
the mystics. While some mystics interpret it impersonally a% what is 
free from name, form, and qualities, others interpret it as something 
personal, ascribing name, form, and qualities to it. While the former 


33. verses 36, 50. 
34, verse 79, 
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category of mystics represents identity mysticism, the latter theistic 


mysticism. 


Sankara observes that the One which is the Absolute is viewed in 
two ways—as what is associated with the distinctions of name and 
form arising because of the adjunct and as that which is free from 
every adjunct." The numerous gods and goddesses of the pantheon, 
according to Advaita, are the manifestations of one and the same 
reality. Consequently, it is wrong to speak of hierarchy among these 
gods and goddesses. This, however, does not rule out the concept of 
personal God (isfa-devata), which is a remarkable feature of Hinduism. 
Advaita holds the view that the One of the plenary experience is 
impersonal and undifferentiated. It nevertheless admits the need for 
the worship of God and provides an important place for it in the 
scheme of discipline leading to the plenary experience. 


Though Poygai Alvar interprets his experience of the One theisti- 
cally, he shows how we may view the relation between theistic mysticism 
and identity mysticism. In one of the hymns he says: “In whatever 
form the devotee conjures up God who has the discus in His hand, the 
same form He assumes. Further, whatever name the devotee gives 
Him, the same name He accepts. With whatever qualities the devotee 
thinks of Him, with the same qualities He remains,’’** [In another 
hymn he says: ‘Every one, according to one’s understanding, 
considering this God or that as the supreme being, praises and worships 
Him...’’°7 Does he say anything about his own preference of the form 
of God? In the same hymn towards the close, Poygai Alvar answers 
this question by saying that “the divine form of Trivikrama who 
measured the world is supreme”.**® The following points emerge from 
the two hymns of the Alvar cited above. (1) There is manifestation 
of the One in many forms as endowed with different names and 
qualities, (2) The One does not have fixed form, name, and qualities. 


35. See Saikara’s commentary on the Ved@nta-sttra, I, i, 12, at the beginning of 
the dnandamaya@dhtkarana. 

36. verse 44, 

37, verse 14. 

38. Ibid. 
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In other words, the One transcends the form-name-quality aspect with 
which it is viewed by a devotee. (3) Every devotee has his own 

personal God (ista-devata). (4) A devotee from his point of view may 

consider his personal God as supreme. (5) But from the context of 
the One of which every form is a manifestation, all forms of God have 

equal significance. In the light of the foregoing poinis it is obvious 

that there is no conflict between identity mysticism and theistic 

mysticism. A mystic may give an account of his experience of the’ 
One without any reference to form, name, and other distinctions; or 

he may speak of it as a differentiated being qualified by name, form, 

and other features. 


While some mystics just give an account of their God-experience, 
there are other mystics who speak not only about their God-experience, 
but about the way to that experience also. Poygai Alvar belongs to 
the second category of mystics. Though there is no evidence to show 
that Poygai Alvar after his advent into this world went through the 
different stages in the journey to the realization of the One, for he was 
lucky enough to attain God-experience even in the pre-natal state,*® 
we may on the basis of his suggestions contained in the hymns formu- 
late certain stages in the spiritual discipline leading to the goal. There 
are four stages in the spiritual journey of the soul to the One: 
(1) detachment from the things of the transient world, (2) attach- 
ment to God, (3) seeking the help of God as the way and the goal, 
and (4) attainment of the goal. 


In several hymns, Poygai Alvar lays emphasis on the cultivation 
of the spirit of detachment from the things of the world by controlling 
the senses and the mind. He says that the senses which are drawn 
towards the world cannot be controlled easily,4® and compares them 
to the rutting elephants. ‘‘ By withdrawing the five elephants, viz the 
senses, from the water and by efficienly controlling them without 
allowing them to roam about, those who know Him through true 
knowledge (bhakti) which is very subtle will realize the feet of the Lord 
who once upon a time protected the Gajendra.” +? 








39. verse 6. 
40. verses 32, 50. 
4i. verse 47. 
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Detachment from the world must be followed by attachment to 
God. The body, the senses, and the mind of the spiritual aspirant, 
says Poygai Alvar, must be completely engrossed in God. The Alvar 
lays stress on this in several hymns.*? He says that the senses and the 
body, the practice of karma and the cultivation of virtues, continuous 
and one-pointed devotion and knowledge, are necessary for attaining 
the goal.4® He appeals to the spiritual aspirant to make use of the 
mind-body organism while it is fit enough to do the job and practise 
any mode of worship possible for him. He says: ‘ Worship the Lord 
of Sri, while there is enough strength to utter His name. Worship Him 
while there is the physical body which may fall off (at any time). 
It will do good if you worship Him by offering a garland of flowers 
with lovely petals, or by yajña, or by deeds (such as prostration), or 
by uttering mantra, or even by uttering His name.”’** He gives the 
solemn assurance that the spiritual aspirant will attain the goal if he 
resorts to the right path. Here is the Alvar’s declaration: “ Those 
who worship you (the Lord) in the proper way will attain the form as 
stated in the eternally true Veda...’ t5 He proclaims for the benefit of 
others the Vaisnavaite code of conduct. He says: “I will not covet 
the objects of others. With the ignoble I will not make friends. With 
others excepting the noble, I will not move. Excepting the Lord of 
Sri, I will not worship anyone as God. (Because of all these) I will not 
feel elated. If so, how can further karma accrue to me?’’*® Though 
this cade of conduct is formulated by him apparently for his own 
observance, it is really meant for the guidance of others. Anyone who 
practises the code of conduct given above is a Vazsnavite. 


There is the crucial question whether the spiritual aspirant is by 
himself competent to tread the right path without the help of God. 
And this question leads us to the third stage in the spiritual journey of 
the soul to God. The spiritual aspirant must realize, according to Poygai 


42. verses 11, 63, 66, 72. 
43, verse 12. 
44. verse 70, 
45. verse 76, 
46. verse 64, 
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Alvar, that God is both the way and the goal, the path and the desti- 
nation. After stating the fruits that accrue to a devotee who pursues 
the right path, the Alvar says that God Himself shows the way: “If 
we think of you, obstacles will disappear, and the binding evil deeds 
will loosen their hold and die. Those who meditate on you are free 
from old age (symbolising bondage). Those who worship your feet, 
O the Lord of S77, will find the way (to you),’’4” 


The last stage is the attainment of the goal, viz union with God 
or the realization of the oneness of the supreme Reality, which is the 
highest value (purugartha). Other values such as kaivalya, lordship 
over the entire universe, wealth, and sensuous pleasure are finite and 
transient. As one who glorifies the love of God, Poygai Alvar consi- 
ders that the love of God itself is the highest value that one should 
aspire for; and so he says that whatever may be one’s achievements 
one should not give up love of God. He implores his mind in the 
following way: ‘ O my mind, deep like ocean! Even though disease 
and old age have been completely overcome (and therefore kaivalya 
has been attained), and even though lordship over the entire universe 
lasting through the four yugas has been achieved, do not give up love 
for the Lord who has the discus ready for destroying the evil. I beseech 
you.”’** ‘The ideal of life envisaged by Poygai A]var here reminds us 
of the true end of life as stated by Spinoza. According to Spinoza, 
“ Love towards a thing eternal and infinite feeds the mind wholly with 
joy, and is itself unmingled with any sadness, wherefore it is greatly to 
be desired and sought after with all our strength.” On the pretext 


of imploring the mind, Poygai Alvar entreats the spiritual aspirants to 
practise love of God. 


The benefit derived by society from mystics like Poygai Alvar is 
manifold, It is wrong to think that mystics are of no use to others on 
the ground that they withdraw themselves from society. ‘Khe truth 
is that they are much more concerned about the well-being of the 
people than others who profess todo so. Unlike others, they look at 


47. verse 75. 
48. verse 71. 
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the problem of the well-being of the people from the spiritual rather 
than from the material point of view. A mystic, first of all, seeks to 
show to others the path to liberation which he has found. He provides 
guidance and direction for the spiritual development of the individual. 
He teaches to others what he considers to be the good life. 


Mystics help humanity in yet another way. An individual cannot 
progress unless he keeps before himself an ideal. A mystic helps 
others in society by projecting the highest value or the greatest ideal 
which they have to attain. It is true that the ‘‘end” of life projected 
by a mystic is transcendent in the sense that it belongs to another 
“realm.” It does not follow from this that the highest value or the 
end of life is beyond the reach of the ordinary man. It is expected of 
everyone to chalk out a programme of action for the attainment of the 


goal. 


Thirdly, a mystic helps us to understand the meaning and purpose 
of life and the significance of the world in which we find ourselves. 
He helps us to understand how human beings and the things of the 
world are related to God. We can overcome our egoism which is the 
source of separateness, conflict, and suffering only by realizing the 
oneness of things or by realizing how we are related to God. 


It is wrong to think that moral and social activities are the only 
ways through which one has to show his concern for others. By his 
thought and word, by his benign look and gentle touch, and also by 
his “ eloquent ” silence, a mystic comforts the agonized minds of those 
who seek his guidance. He saves people from suffering and trouble 
when vain is the help of man. This is, indeed, real service. 


THE MYSTICISM OF POYGAI ALVAR 


I 
The World and its Cause 


‘Viewing the world as an earthen lamp, the deep 
ocean as ghee, and the hot-rayed sun as light, I offer 
the garland of hymns at the feet of the Lord who is 
armed with the luminous discus, for crossing over the 
ocean of sorrow.’’? [1] 


The mind of a true devotee is constantly engrossed in the Lord. 
Neither time nor place stands in the way of the practice of devotion 
by him. Wherever he may be and whatever may be the time, he 
cannot but think of the Lord. Uninterrupted thought-stream suffused 
with intense love for the Lord is bhakti. ‘True devotion leads to 
communion with God. Krsna says in the Bhagavad-gita (IX, 34): 
‘ Fix thy mind on Me; be devoted to Me; sacrifice to Me; bow down 
_ to Me. Thus having made thy mind steadfast in me as thy supreme 
goal, thou shalt come to me.’ Whatever the devotee offers is 
acceptable to the Lord. ‘‘ Whoever with devotion offers Me a leaf, a 
flower, a fruit, or water, that I accept—the devout gift of the pure- 
minded.’’ (Gita, IX, 26) One can practise devotion through thought, 
word and deed. Whatever a devotee does is free from selfishness and 


out of sheer loving devotion to the Lord. 
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A true devotee that he was, Poygai Alvar began his worship of 
the Lord, being equipped mentally with the necessary accessories of 
worship such as the lighted lamp and the garland of flowers. He 
explains the mode of worship he followed in the hymn given above. 


The place where the Alvar stays is his temple. Or, it could be 
said that remaining where he is, he constructs mentally a temple and 
installs the Lord therein. He imagines first of all the earth as an 
earthen lamp, and the waters as ghee therein. He further imagines 
the luminous sun as the bright flame of the lamp. Having lighted 
the lamp, he strings the hymns together and makes a garland of them, 
which he offers at the feet of the Lord. The Alvar is convinced that 
only the divine grace can save him from the ocean of bondage in 
which he is caught; and so he worships the Lord and implores His 
grace for rescuing him from the ocean of sorrow. 


It is first of all necessary to call attention to the aptness of the 
choice of objects which are to do the work of a lamp, ghee, and the 
burning wick. In the place of the lamp made of earth, Poygai 
Alvar brings in the solid earth itself. He substitutes the liquid water 
for the ghee, which is necessary to feed the flame. The luminous sun 
is the substitute for the bright flame of the lamp. In the place of the 
garland of flowers which are physical, he brings in the garland 
consisting of hymns uttered by him, which are equally physical. The 
Alvar bases his analogy in every case at the physical level —the 
analogy between the earthen lamp and the earth, between the ghee 
and the waters, between the bright light and the luminous sun, and 


between the garland of flowers and the garland of hymns uttered by 
him. 


Of the three entities, cit, acit, and Brahman which are ogganically 
related according to Visistadvaita, the opening hymn of Poygai 
Alvar's First Tiruvandadi seeks to explain the nature of the physical 
universe (acit) consisting of the earth, the ocean, the sun, and so on, 
all of which are necessary for human life. It may be stated here that 
Bhitatta|var brings out the nature of the jiva (cet), and Peyajvar that 
of Brahman in the first verse of their respective Tiruvandadis. 


THE WORLD AND ITS CAUSE 3 


There is another way in which we may bring out the significance 
of the opening hymns of the first three Alvars. Poygai Alvar speaks 
of knowledge (jana) of the world and God; Bhiitattajvar refers to 
devotion (bhakti) on the part of the jiva; and Peyalvar records his 
God-realization attained through bhakti, in the opening hymn of their 


respective Tiruvandadis. 


The opening hymn of Poygai Alvar has a deeper philosophical 
significance. The Alvar speaks of the three elements, viz earth, water, 
and fire, in the course of working out the analogies mentioned above 
for the purpose of refuting the standpoint of those who argue that the 
“void” (Sinya) is the ultimate reality, and that there is no God who 
is the cause and controller of the physical universe. If the sun 
which symbolises fire remains what itis in the solar system, if the 
unfathomable water of the ocean and the expansive earth maintain 
their levels, it is because of the control exercised over them by the 
Supreme Person (puru sottama) who is both omnipotent and omniscient. 
Raising the question, ‘‘ How does the fire which all of us see shine?” 
the Katha Upanisad answers by saying, ‘“‘ Everything shines only after 
that shining light. His shining illumines all this world.” It means 
that the luminosity of the sun and other heavenly bodies is due to the 
self-luminous God. The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (III, vii, 3-4) refers 
to God as the indwelling self and the inner controller of earth, water, 
and other elements as well as of the jiva. It says: “He who dwells 
in the earth, yet is within the earth, whom the earth does not know, 
whose body the earth is, who controls the earth from within, He is 
your self, the inner controller, the immortal.” It gives a similar 
account with regard to water and other elements, On the basis of 
Scripture we have, therefore, to admit the existence of God as the 
inner controller of all sentient and insentient beings. Thus, from the 
opening hymn of Poygai Alvar we get the idea that the supreme 
Brahman is the cause and controller of the entire universe. It may 
be stated here that while Bhitattajvar in the first verse of the Second 
Tiruvandadi identifies the supreme Brahman as Narayana, Peya]lvar ~ 
brings out the association of Sri with Nārāyaņa in the first verse of 
the Third Tiruvandadi. l 
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The physical universe consisting of earth and other things which 
we cognize is real. A pot which comes into existence requires a 
cause, Likewise the physical universe which comes into existence 
requires a cause, which cannot be anything else but the supreme God. 
This is one of the arguments by which the existence of God is sought 
to be proved. However, it is wrong to conclude from this that the 
Alvar argues for the existence of God by means of inference (anum@na). 
It is from Scripture alone that we come to know of God as the cause 
of the universe, as one endowed with infinite wisdom and infinite 
power, and so on. Though by means of inference we may establish 
that the world requires a cause, we can never conclude that the cause 
of the world is no other being than God. Considering the vastness 
and the wonder of the world, one may be justified in drawing the 
conclusion that its creator is one of great wisdom and power : but one 
cannot draw the conclusion that its creator is God who is real (satyam), 
knowledge (jfi@ram), and infinite (anantam), who is pure and blissful 
and so on. However, what is known through Scripture must be 
reflected upon through reasoning. And reasoning is a valuable 
supplement to Scripture. Through the practice of devotion and other 
means one must try to realize the truth taught in Scripture. The 
authentic experience of the Ajvars and other mystics testifies to the 
truth taught by Scripture. 


II 


Deeds of Redemption 


“When the ocean was churned, I know not. Nor 
do I know the world which became yours by accepting 
the offering of water (from Mahabali). That ocean on 
which you constructed the embankment once upon a time 
and removed it (later) is the abode for you. This world 
is the one created by you, rescued by you (incarnating as 


ee r g 


1. Even for the Advaitin, the external world exists as different from cognition, 
and endures as something real till Brahman-realization takes place. 
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Varaha from Hiranyaksa), swallowed by you (for 
protecting it at the time of dissolution), and brought out 
later on.” ` [2] 


To a mystic there is no need to prove the existence of God by 
means of rational arguments. None of the arguments such as the 
ontological, causal, and so on, are conclusive. Even if they are con- 
clusive, we cannot know the nature of God through them. A mystic 
like Poygai Alvar realizes at the very sight of the ocean and the earth 
the presence of God everywhere. The visible things such as the earth 
and the ocean put the Alvar in a meditative mood. In the state of 
infused contemplation, the Alvar is raised from the level of the visible 
to that which is normally invisible to others. To his enraptured vision 
God is visible in everything and everywhere. He sees heaven in earth. 
The entire universe is charged with the grandeur of God. The visible 
things put him ina reminiscent mood making him recall the great 
deeds performed by the Lord for protecting those in distress. There 
is the assurance of Krgna in the Bhagavad-gita (VI, 30): ‘*He who 
sees Me everywhere and sees everything in Me, of him will I never 
_ lose hold and he shall never lose hold of Me.” 


One will notice the meditative mood of the A]var in the first two 
lines, and the reminiscent mood in the last two lines of the hymn 


stated above. 


The Lord got the ocean churned and protected the gods (devas) by 
offering them the nectar obtained from the ocean. The entire universe 
is His. “In his hand are the deep places of the earth: the strength of 
the hills is his also. The sea is his, and he made it; and his hands 
formed the dry land.” (Psalm, 95) He is the support (ādhāra) as 
well as the controller (niyant@) of the universe. But yet witha view 
to help Indra, He assumed the form of a dwarf, Vamana, and asked 
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of Mahabali just three feet of ground as gift. Then assuming the 
cosmic form, He measured the entire universe in two steps. As there 
was no more ground for the third measure, Mahabali offered his own 
head to be measured. By placing his foot on the head of Mahabali, 
the Lord sent him down to the nether world. These two deeds exem- 
plify the redemptive will of the Lord. 


Though these events took place once upon a time, it appears to 
the Alvar whose mind is filled with the the thought of the Lord as 
though the ocean full of waves and foam has been churned only a 
little while ago. It looks as though he sees the imprint of the Lord’s 
feet left on the world when He measured it. Itis not out of inquisi- 
tiveness that Poygai Alvar wants to know when the ocean was churned, 
or when He accepted the gift of three feet of land from Mahabali. 
When the Alvar says, “I know not any of them, ” it is only to express 
his profound regret that he did not have the good fortune of witnessing 
them when the Lord performed those acts of redemption. 


Meditation is followed by reminiscence. Meditation on the 
visible things reminds the Alvar of some other deeds performed by the 
Lord. In a reminiscent mood, he first refers to the construction once 
upon a time of an embankment on the ocean by the Lord incarnating 
as Rama for reaching Lanka, and the removal of it later on. Then he 
remembers the intimate relation between the world and God. The 
Lord, says the Alvar, not only created the world, but also wrested it 
from Hiranyakga, swallowed it with a view to protect it at the time of 
deluge, and again brought it out. 


The philosophical idea that is sought to be conveyed here is that 
the physical universe is completely dependent on God, for, as the 
Taittiriya Upanigad (III i, 3) says, the universe comes out of Him, is 
supported by Him, and is finally resolved in Him. God is both the 
efficient and the material cause (abhinna-nimitiopadanak@rane) rolled 
into one. Creation and dissolution alternate like day and night. 
Creation is followed by dissolution, and dissolution by creation. 
Creation, maintenance, and dissolution of the world are for the purpose 
of helping the jivas attain liberation. 


ONE REALITY IN MANY FORMS y 
III 


One Reality in Many Forms 


‘Hara is the name of the one, and Narayana that 
of the other. Bull is the vehicle for the one, and the 
white-headed kite for the other. (Saiva) Agama is the 
source of our knowledge of the one, and the Veda that of 
the other. The mountain (Kailasa) is the abode of the 
one, and the milky ocean that of the other. While one 
performs the function of destruction, the other that of 
protection. The one is armed with the trident, and the 
other with the discus. The form of the one is like the 
glowing fire, while that of the other is like the dark 
cloud. For both the body is one. ’’*[5] 


A mystic, whether he is of the extrovert or of the introvert type, 
whether he is from the East or the West, speaks of the oneness of all 
things. The experience of unity—the experience that all is one—is 
considered to be one of the important characteristics of mysticism. 
Meister Eckhart says: “AN that a man has here externally in 
multiplicity is intrinsically one. Here all blades of grass, wood, and 
stone, all things are one. This is the deepest depth.” Normally in 
our everyday experience, grass is understood as different from wood, 
and wood as different from stone. Nevertheless, a mystic like Eckhart 
intuits them as one. Eckhart makes a distinction between the level of 
understanding and the level above understanding. When a person 
sees one thing as different from another, he isat the level of underst- 
anding; but when he sees all in all, ¿.e. when he intuits the oneness of 
all things, he is above the level of understanding. What Eckhart 
calls the stage of pure understanding is the standpoint of reason, and 


L Ara sroerar brik, rA wer ort D 
2 OF HTD WOM, 2 Muh Carui—auensr Er 
swb AP AMIE mau gg Caw Ga 
egui rh sri, Gwh garg. [5] 


8 POYGAI ALVAR 


what he calls the stage above understanding is the standpoint of 
intuition, That there is a stage which transcends understanding or 
reason wherein one realizes the oneness of all things is frequently 
referred to in the Upanigad. The Ia Upanigad (6), for example, says, 
“ He who sees all beings in his own Self, and his own Self in all beings, 
eels no hatred by reason of such a view.” 


Mystics all over the world have affirmed that all is one, and that 
the one reality is seen in different forms as different objects. It is the 
One that appears as the many—as stocks and stones, as a plurality of 
individuals, and as gods and goddesses of the pantheon. There is a 
text of the Yajur-veda (XXXI, 19) which says: “Though unborn, It 
appears to be born in diverse ways.” The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (II, 
V, 19) declares: “ Indra (i.e. the Supreme Being), on account of 
maya, is perceived as manifold.” Though the ultimate reality is 
beyond form, name, and characterization, we view it, limited as we 
are, in a particular form, as male or female, give it names such as 
Siva; Vigqu, Sakti, and so on, and endow it with various attributes 
and functions. A well-known passage in the Svet@svatara Upanigad (IV, 
ii, 3) is relevant in this context. It says, speaking of the ultimate 
reality, “That, indeed, is fire, that is the sun, that is the wind, and that 
isthe moon. That, indeed, is the pure. That is Brahma. That is 
the waters. That is the creator of all.” It adds: ‘*Thou art 
woman, thou art man. Thou art the youth, thou art the maiden. 
Thou art the old man tottering with his staff. Thou facest every- 
where.” One may choose any particular God according to one’s 
inclination and training for the purpose of worship, prayer,and medita- 


tion, The conception of personal God (is fa-devaia) finds an important 
place in Hinduism. 


Since every form of God is a manifestation of the One, it is 
meaningless to think of one form of God as superior, and another as 
inferior. It follows, therefore, that Siva and Vişņu, which are 
manifestations of the supreme reality, are one, though it is open to a 
devotee to worship any one of these two forms, or both, or any other 
form according to his inclination and training. 


Poygai Alvar testifies to the oneness of the Supreme Being mainfe- 


sted as Siva and Vignu in the hymn stated above. He gives a 
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beautiful description of Siva and Vigsnu, which is not wanting in 
essential details, as understood by the devotees. Gifted as he is with 
mystical intuition, he is able to realize their oneness. The two, Siva 
and Visnu, are distinct at the level of understanding ; but they become 
one at the level above understanding, ż.e. at the intuitive level of 
mysticism. Blades of grass, wood, and stone are no doubt different 
when we view them through reason. But they become one to a mystic 
like Eckhart at the level of intuition. Distinctions cease to exist 
and opposites coincide in mystica] intuition. To a mystic, grass is 
wood, and wood is grass, and all are one. This looks absurd and 
untenable to us, and we fail to see the point of the mystic. Toa 
mystic like Poygai Alvar, both Hara and Narayana are one. To him 
at the mystical level distinctions fade out, opposites coincide, and the 
basic unity in all its vividness emerges. This may appear to be absurd 
and untenable to us at the level of understanding or reason, and 
consequently we fail to see the truth realized by Poygai Alvar and 


other mystics. 


The gulf between the two levels of reason and intuition is the 
handiwork of ignorance (avidy@). Reason or understanding which is 
conditioned by avidya divides, as it were, the one reality and introduces 
therein all sorts of distinctions. And so the probing eye of reason 
does not see the oneness of reality, but sees only diversity of forms. 
We catch hold of the multiple forms and lose sight of the One, what 
the Upanisad calls “ the effulgent eternal principle” and what Shelley 
calls “ the white radiance of eternity ”. Shelley says: 


‘¢ The One remains, the many change and pass ; 
Heaven’s light for ever shines, earth’s shadows fly. 


Life like a dome of many-coloured glass 
Stains the white radiance of eternity. ” 


We will see only plurality when we look through the many-coloured 
glass of reason which is stained by avidya. To intuit oneness, as 
the Alvar does, one must rise to the level of mystical intuition which 


is a medium altogether different from reason. 
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Cerlainty of God-realization 


‘Even then (before birth) when I was lying in the 
womb, did I worship with the hand united in the 
direction of the Lord who resides in Sriratgam, and saw 
Him. Even for a moment I have not forgotten the Lord 
who is of the colour of the ocean full of waves. O ye 
poor! How can I forget Him now ?’’? [6] 


Normally it is not possible for a person to recollect the experience 
he had in the first few years of his infancy, or when he was lying in the 
womb unless he is specially gifted with supernatural powers. That 
mystics speak of the God-experience attained by them in the post-natal 
state either all on a sudden or as a result of the pursuit of a rigorous 
discipline, is well-known. There are also cases of mystics who speak 
of their God-experience in the pre-natal condition when they were 
lying in the womb. That Poygai Alvar is one such gifted soul to have 
not only the experience of God while lying in the womb, but also the 
extraordinary power to recollect that experience, is obvious from the 
hymn under consideration. 


William Wordsworth speaks of “ a presence ” which gave him the 
joy of elevated thoughts. Being more certain about that “ presence” 
than we are of the things we see in our norma! waking consciousness, he 
declares very emphatically, “I have felt a presence...... > “a spirit that 
impels all thinking things, all objects of all thought, and rolls through 
all things.” Poygai Alvar is equally certain about the God-experience 
he had even as he was lying in the womb. The case of Poygai 
Alvar is not a solitary one in this regard. There were also other 
mystics who claimed such an experience. 


ed 
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CERTAINTY OF GOD-REALIZATION Il 


Addressing the Lord of Tiruppadirippuliytr, Tirunavukkarasar 
says that when he was lying in the womb he was thinking only about 
the feet of the Lord, and that after his birth he learnt His name 
through His grace and applied the sacred ash offering obeisance to 
Him. He implores the Lord to provide him the way to the goal 
which is none other than His own being. We have a reference in the 
Aitareya Upanigad (II, i, 5) to the experience which the sage Vamadeva 
had while lying in the womb and the saving knowledge he attained even 
then which enabled him to come out of the meshes of bondage. 
Vamadeva says: “Even while lying in the vomb, I came to know of 
the birth of all the gods. A hundred iron citadels held me down. 
Then, like a hawk, I forced my way through by dint of the knowledge 
of the Self.” | | 


It is necessary to note the tone of certainty with which Poygai 
Alvar speaks of his experience of God. He says that while lying in the 
womb he worshipped the Lord who has taken His abode at Srirafigam, 
and as a result of worship saw Him. There is no reason to think that 
the Alvar misreports his experience. Further, the Alvar did not 
attain the knowledge of God through any process of reasoning. His 
condition when he was in the womb was such that he had neither a 
developed mind nor the instruments of knowledge fit enough for action 
at that time. Nevertheless, he recollects the God-experience he had at 
that time, and claims that he was in touch with a reality which is 
outside and beyond himself. Though his experience is subjective, the 
object of his experience is trans-subjective. It is, therefore, wrong 
to treat the mystical experience of God, which Poygai Alvar and 
other mystics had, as an emotional state, and nothing else than that. 
The experience which Poygai Alvar speaks- of is the perceptual 
experience of God, involving Self-transcendence. 


God “lone is the invaluable treasure which neither perishes 
through time or any other agency nor becomes scarce through sharing 
by His devotees. Those who do not possess this treasure of God 
through intuitive realization, is, indeed, poor, according to Poygai 
Alvar. Inasmuch as he had already worshipped and realized the 
Lord even in the pre-natal stage, it is impossible, the Alvar declares, 
to forget the Lord in the post-natal state when he is in possession of 
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the fully developed mind and the organs of knowledge. Recollecting 
his experience, he further claims that he never forgot the Lord even 
for a while. 


V 
Modes of Bhakti 


“ My mouth will not praise anyone but the Lord, 
My hands will not worship anyone but Visnu who (as 
Trivikrama) measured the world in three strides. My 
eyes will not see anything except the form of the Lord, 
and my ears will not hear anything except the name of 
the Lord, who consumed the poison smeared on the 
breast of the demoness, Pitanai.’’? [11] 


In this hymn, Poygai Alvar refers to some of the modes of 
bhakti. For the practice of bhakti control of the mind is necessary. 
If so, how is the mind to be controlled? 


One must make proper use of one’s body, senses, and mind. The 
different organs of knowledge and action are given to us only for the 
purpose of knowing and adoring God, and for serving others. They 
should not be allowed to go outward in search of objects of pleasure. 
If they go outward, they will be entangled in the external objects of 
desire which are impermanent. One does not have peace of mind 
so long as one’s mind is trammelled and agitated by desires which 
crop up one after another. Desires cannot be extinguished by their 
fulfilment. On the contrary, they grow by what they feed on. The 
mind cannot remain quiet when it is drawn outward by the senses. 
Only when it is quiescent, concentration will be possible. For 
attaining concentration or one-pointedness of the mind, which presup- 
poses control of the mind and the organs, it is necessary to turn the 
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mind and the organs inward and make them dwell constantly on God, 
the indwelling Self in all beings. If the mind and the senses are 
allowed to go astray from the thought of God, and if the body is 
allowed to indulge in bad conduct, the attainment of the goal 
which is God-realization through concentration of the mind is not 
possible. The Katha Upanigad (I, ii, 24) says: “One who has not 
desisted from bad condnct, whose senses are not under control, whose. 
mind is not concentrated, whose mind is not free from anxicty, 


cannot attain this Self through knowledge.” 


In the Vigistadvaita and Srivaignava tradition, purification of 
the body (kaya-suddhi) is called viveka, and purification of the mind 
(sattva-Suddhi) is known as vimoka. . These are the first two steps in the 
sevenfold discipline (sadhana-saptaka) for the practice of bhakti. It 
means that the body should be disciplined through food and exercise, 
and that the mind controlled by freeing it from desire and aversion. 
As a result of the purification of the body and the mind, abhyāsa or 
continuous contemplation on the Lord, which is the third step in the 
ladder of bhakit, is made possible. 


It is necessary here to explain the connotation of the term bhakti. 
In the course of his commentary on the Gītā text, XIV, 26, gañkara 
observes that bhakti is service and that itis itself yoga, as it leads to 
the union with God (bhajanam bhaktih, saiva yogah). ït means that to 
practise bhakti one must resort to service. Bhakti consists in rendering 
service wholeheartedly, unselfishly, and with the belief that the 
person to whom service is rendered is worthy of it. A life of genuine 
service to God and His devotees is a life of bhakti or love. 


If bhakti or love consists in service, could we think of any model 
here? sccording to Evelyn Underhill, the service of a sheep-dog 
should be our model of love. A good sheep-dog at work, Underhill 
says, ‘fis not an emotional animal. He goes on with his job quite 
steadily; takes no notice of bad weather, rough ground, or of his own 
comfort. He seldom or never stops to be stroked...” So to practise 
bhakti one must do service to God and others; and one must render 


service like a good sheep-dog. 
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Bhakti as service to God is of nine kinds. There is first fravanam 
which is listening to the auspicious qualities of the Lord. Uttering 
the sacred qualities of God is kirtanam, which is the second variety of 
bhakti. Smaranam which is recollection of the auspicious qualities of 
the Lord is the third kind of bhakti. The next one ‘is padasevanam 
which is service to the feet of the Lord. The fifth one is called arcanam 
which consists in worshipping the consecrated images of God in the 
sacred temples. Obeisance to the images installed in the sacred 
temples is called vandanam, which is the sixth kind of bhakti. The 
seventh one, called dāsyam, consists in playing the role of a faithful 
servant to the Lord. Friendship with the Lord known as sakhyam is 
the next variety. And the last one is called @imanivedanam which 
means self-oblation to God. One can practise bhakti in any of these 
forms for the purpose of attaining union with God. Krgna says in 
the Gita (XIV, 26): “He who serves me with unfailing devotion of 
love, he, crossing beyond those three gunas, is fit for becoming 
Brahman. ” 


Kirtanam, vandanam, and § ravanam are the forms of bhakti empha- 
sized by Poygai Alvar in this hymn. There is bound to be difference 
among the devotees in their practice of bhakti. Modes of bhakti differ 
as minds of men differ. A particular form of bhakti which is appea- 
ling to one may not be appealing to another; and so there is dif- 
ference in the modes of bhakti. Nevertheless, all forms of bhakti are 
equally valuable. They are complementary in their character. They 
contribute to only one music—the music of spiritual life. The dif. 
ferences among them which we notice are but variations in spiritual 
symphony. 


VI 
Means to God-realization 
“The five senses, viz the ear, the mouth (ie. the 
tongue), the eye, the nose, and the skin ; the body 
composed of the five elements, viz the red fire, earth, 


air, water, and ether; the ceaseless knowledge (or 
knowledge which turns into bhaktt), sacrifice, and 
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virtues—these are the means to attain Visnu, who 
incarnated in the form of a boar.’’? [12] 


Practice of scripture-ordained karmas, possession of virtues, 
knowledge, and bhakti are necessary for God-realization. The 
Brhadaranyaka (IV, iv, 22) says: “The Brahmanas seek to know 
it through the study of the Vedas, sacrifice, charity, austerity...” 
Poygai Alvar speaks of all of these as means to God-realization in the 


hymn given above. 


In this hymn, reference is first of all made to the five organs of 
knowledge (j#@nendriya), viz the visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory 
and tactile senses. These are the external senses through which know- 
ledge of things outside is obtained. Mind must also function 
along with the senses for obtaining the knowledge of external things. 
It is through the mind which is the internal sense that we get the 
knowledge of subjective states such as pleasure and pain. 


Reference is then made in the hymn to the five elements, viz 
earth, water, fire, air, and ether, out of which the human body is 
composed. The body, the mind, and the senses are necessary for the 
practice of bhakti and the pursuit of knowledge. They must be 
controlled and disciplined; only then are they indirect aids to God- 


realization. 


Poygai Alvar then speaks of scripture-ordained karmas, virtues, 
and knowledge as means to God-realization, Three expressions used 
by him in this connection are jita@nam, veļvi, and nallaram. Jnanam 
means knowledge. Following the Visigtadvaita and Srivaiggava 
tradition, it may be explained as bhakti. Vefoi is sacrifice. Nallaram 


is virtue, ` 


Accdtding to Visigtadvaita and Srivaignavism, the sequence of 
discipline for attaining release is karma-yoga, jfi@na-yoga and bhakti-yoga. 
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‘Like Advaita, Vigistadvaita maintains that the body and the 
senses, the practice of karma without attachment to the fruit thereof 
and the cultivation of virtues, are but remote aids to God-realization. 
It says that all these are conducive to bhakti, which is the direct 
means to God-realization. The practice of nigkama-karma brings 
about the purification of the mind. The spiritual aspirant at this 
stage does not view karma in terms of utility, and is free from the 
egoistic feeling of “I° and “mine”, Through j#dna-yoga, which 
follows karma-yoga, the spiritual aspirant attains self-knowledge. He 
realizes that the self is different from frakrti, and enjoys, by withdra- 
wing his mind and the senses from external things, spiritual solitude 
and freedom called kaivalya. The stage of self-knowledge achieved 
through jRana-yoga must lead to bhakti. It means that the jňāni 
himself must become a bhakta. It may be noted here that, according 
to Visigtadvaita, there is no gulf separating j#ana and bhakti, and that 
knowledge itself, as a result of repeated contemplation, turns into 
bhakti. Hence the oft-quoted expression ‘‘ bhaktirupapannajnana. ” 
Accordingly, the word jana occurring in the third line of the hymn 
is explained as bhakti. 


It is necessary in this connection to draw attention to the signifi- 
cance of the two terms, para-bhaktt and parama-bhakti, employed in the 
Srivaignava tradition. Bhakti as the means to the realization of the 
supreme God is called para-bhakti; and it can arise only as a result of 
the practice of the ethics of nigska@ma-karma and the possession of the 
knowledge of the supreme God as the support, controller and indwelling 
‘self of the sentient jiva and the insentient prakrii, When this know- 
ledge of the supreme God, called parajňāna, as a result of the con- 
tinuous, uninterrupted meditation, deepens into the supreme love of 
God, it is termed parama-bhakti. 


Visigtadvaita formulates the sevenfold discipline calleti sa@dhana- 
saptaka for the practice of bhakti. This discipline comprises the 
cultivation of the following: (1) viveka, (2) vimoka, (3) abhyasa (4) 
kriya, (5) kaly@na, (6) anavasada, and (7) anuddharsa. Viveka is 
purification of the body through food and exercise. Vimoka is purifica- 
tion of the mind by overcoming desire and aversion. Abhyāsa is 
repeated contemplation on God, the indwelling Self. Kriya is the 
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performance of the fivefold duties to subhuman species, fellow beings, 
teachers, forefathers, and gods. The practice of truthfulness, non- 
violence, and so on, is called kalyāņa. Anavasādha is freedom from 
despair, and anuddharşa is absence of exaltation. A devotee must be 
in possession of these virtues in order to practise bhakti. 


Is bhakti a discipline or yoga which can be practised by an aspirant 
through endeavour? The two schools of Srivaignavism differ in their 
answer to this question. While the Northern school (Vadakalat) holds 
the view that bhakti is the means which can be accomplished by a devo- 
tee and therefore thinks of it as sadhyopaya, the Southern school ( Tenkalat) 
maintains that God is both the means (up@ya) and the end (upeya), and 
that unless He shows the way and provides the means, there is nothing 
which an individual can accomplish by his endeavour. It means that 
God is both the impelling force (prapaka) and the end (pra@pya). Man 
being what he is under the control of avidya and karma which are dead 
weights on him and “with the thousand natural shocks that flesh is 
heir to’, he cannot do anything on his own unless he is helped 
by God. To be in possession of virtues and other qualifications for the 
practice of bhakti, God’s grace is necessary. Itis not virtue that calls 
out the act of God, but it is the act of God that makes one virtuous. 
One does not become righteous by doing righteous deeds, but one does 
righteous deeds only in so far as one is made righteous through the 
grace of God. In short, God must take hold of man and choose him 
to be the beneficiary of His grace. The Katha Upanisad (I, ii, 23) 
says: “ Whom He chooses, unto him He reveals.” There is a similar 
view in the Christian tradition also. There is, for instance, a 
text from the Romans (IX, 16): “So then it is not of him that willeth, 
nor of him that runneth, but of God that showeth mercy.” It means, 
as Augustine put it, “ We could neither will nor run unless He stirred 
us and pwt the motive force in us.” Further, the redemptive act of 
God is not causally determined. It cannot be explained in terms of 
the merit of the individual. Since God Himself is the means whose 
operation is not dependent on any merit in man, the Tenkalat school 
thinks of God as nirapekga-upaya. It also looks upon divine grace 
as nirhetuka-katakga as it operates without any reference to the merit 
of the individual. So according to the Tenkalat school, Poygai 
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Alvar in the hymn quoted above pities those who think of bhakti 
as well as the preliminary discipline it presupposes as the means 
to be accomplished by the will of man for attaining God-realizatian. 
The word “‘enbare è which occurs in the third line of the hymn is 
interpreted as ‘‘ enbaro ” expressing astonishment at those who think of 
bhakti as well as its accessories as the means under the contro! of man. 
The truth is that bhakti, according to the Tenkala: school, is not 
sadhyopaya, the means amenable to human endeavour. 


Reference must be made to another point stressed by the Tenkalai. 
school. A devotee of the superior type will consider bhakti as an end. 
in itself and not as a means to something else. Bhakti may be 
evaluated from three points of view—/first, as a means to such ends as 
prosperity, spiritual solitude and freedom called kaivalya, which are 
inferior to God-realization; second, as a means to God-realization 
which is the highest end; and third, as an end in itself and not asa 
means to anything whatsoever. A devotee of the superior type will 
not care for anything except bhakti. He will not be attracted even by- 
mukti, if it were a state without any scope for the practice of bhakti. 
Such a devotee who lives, moves, and has his being in bhakii is termed 
a paramatkantin, one who is exclusively devoted to bhakti as an end in 
itself, 


There are mystics who speak not only about their God-experience, 
but also about the way to that experience. Plotinus, Eckhart, and Al- 
Ghazzali—to mention only a few—are some of the outstanding mystics 
of this type. They are those who are capable of philosophical analy- 
sis and psychologica) description of the path and the destination. 
Sometimes they speak in symbolical and paradoxical language. But 
they also convey their ideas in a language which’ is simple and direct. 
giving a wealth of details. They do this for the benefit of others. 
Poygai Alvar also belongs to this category of mystics. He ista mystic’ 
and a philosopher as well. 


VII 
Diferent Ways of Worship 


“Every one, according to one’s understandin g, consi- 
dering this God or that as the supreme being, praises and 
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worships Him by drawing a picture of him on the wall 
or by installing an image of him. The divine form of 


Trivikrama who measured the world is supreme.’’? [14] 


In this hymn Poygai Alvar speaks of the different forms of 
worship of the supreme Being by devotees who are mentally of dif- 


ferent nature. 


The supreme Being, which is one and which is free from forms and 
attributes, is worshipped in different forms amd with different attri- 
butes by devotees, each according to his faith (Sraddha). A person is 
what he is because of his faith; and the faith of each one is depend- 
ent upon the nature (svabhava) of his mind, which may be s@tivic, or 
rajasic, or tamasic. On the basis of the nature of the mind, the spiri- 
tual aspirants may be classified into three groups—those who are s@ftvic, 
those who are rājasic, and those who are tamasic.’ Speaking about 
the faith of a devotee whose mind is conditioned by a particular guna 
which predominantes—sattua, rajas or tamas as the case may be—Lord 
Krsna says in the Bhagavad-gita (VII, 3): “The faith of each one is 
in accordance with his nature, O Bharata. The man is made 
up of his faith; as a man’s faith is, so is he.” So according to 
his own faith as determined by a guna, a person worships a particular 
God or other divinities or beings such as Vasus, Kubera, and so on. 
All these beings, when worshipped, answer the prayers of the devotees 
by granting their respective desires. The following two verses from: 
the Bhagavad-gita (VII, 21-22) are relevant in this context: ‘* What- 
ever devotee seeks to worship with faith, what form so ever, that same 
faith of his I make unflinching; ” ‘ Possessed of that faith he engages 
in the worship of that (form) ; thence he obtains his desires, these 
being indeed ordained by me.” In the first verse the Lord assures the’ 
devotee of His help to keep him steadfast in his faith whatever it may 
be; and if the second, there is the assurance of the fulfilment of his’ 


desires as a reward for the practice of worship. 
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The one supreme Being is manifested in the numerous gods and 
goddesses of the pantheon. It is difficult for an ordinary devotee to 
meditate on Brahman, the supreme Being, which is nirguna. Worship 
of God as endowed with attributes is, therefore, of great help to him. 
According to his own understanding and qualification, a devotee is 
drawn to the worship of a particular God. And he may worship the 
God of his choice in his own way. He may worship his personal God | 
(tsta-devata) by uttering His name and praising His greatness. Or, 
he may worship a picture or image of Him by invoking His presence 
therein. Or, he may meditate on some symbol like aum (pranava) 
signifying God. ‘His worship of god may also take other forms such as 
prayer, repeating mantras, listening to chanted liturgies, and visiting. 
temples and holy places. E 


As a devotee of Vişņu, Poygai Alvar says that Trivikrama, an 
incarnation of Vignu, is supreme ; and he offers his obeisance to him. 


VIII 
The Redemptive Grace of God 


“The trinity alone is the principal cause (of the 
world). Of this trinity,,Visnu who has the colour of the 
great sea, is foremost. Without the grace of God who is 
supreme and good, the grace of others in this world, 
which is surrounded by the sea, is useless.” } [15] 


_ Brahma, Vigsnu, and Rudra who constitute the trinity (trimūrti) in 
Hinduism are the manifestations of the supreme Being. Each one of 
them is assigned a particular cosmic function—Brahma, that of crea- 
ting the world, Vişņu, that of maintaining it, and Rudra, that of 
destroying it. A devotee who worships any of these Godsy considers 
the God of his choice (tgfa-devat@) as supreme. As a devotee of Visnu, 
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Poygai A]var looks upon Vişņu, whose colour is described as that of 
the great sea, as supreme and emphasizes His saving grace in this 


hymn. 


In the first two lines of the hymn reference is made to the trinity 
and the supremacy of Viggu who is the personal God of the Alvar. 
The last two lines of the hymn stress the greatness and excellence of 


the divine grace. 


God is perfect, for He is endowed with all sacred qualities, and 
there is no place for profane qualities in Him. The Chandogya Upanişad 
(VIII, 1, 5) speaks of God “as free from sin, free from old age, free 
from death, free from sorrow... whose desire is the real, whose thought 
is the real.” The Visnupurana, (VI, 582-583) declares: “He transcends 
the matter of all. beings, its modifications, properties, and imperfections. 
He transcends all obscuring influences, He who is the self of all. All 
auspicious qualities constitute His nature.” A being who is perfect 
must necessarily be good; and so God who has all auspicious qualities 
without any trace of imperfection is good. He is amala. It may be 
stated here that amalatva, according to Visistadvaita, is one of the deter- 
mining qualities (svariipa-niriipaka-dharma) of God. Poygai Alvar speaks 
of God as “‘nallan’’, one who is good, in the third line of the hymn, He 


is “nallān” because He does good to His devotees. 


God is not only perfect and good, but gréat as well. There is 
nothing comparable in the world to the greatness of the divine grace. 
There is nothing in this life nor in the next which can redeem one 
excepting the divine grace. Man needs God alone by cleaving to whom 
he is virtuous as well as happy. ‘The divine grace is unique. There is 
no substitute to it. The help from others, individually or collectively, 
is of no Avail for achieving the highest end, for it is neither unlimited 
nor spiritually uplifting. The grace of God alone can save one and not 
the succour of even the supreme sovereign, who indeed suffers more of 
mortal gifts than his worshippers. It is, therefore, futile, declares the 
Alvar, to worship anyone but God. 
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IX 
Regret for Godless Life 


“I saw and worshipped the feet of the Lord who, 
being touched by the waves of the ocean, is in yoga-nidrā 
on the bed of Adiśeşa, whose eyes are red, and who has 
the colour of the mighty ocean. I wept in anguish that 
many days were spent uselessly (before I saw him).” 1116] 


Normally a person is awake during the day time and sleeps in the 
night. A good part of our precious life is wasted in sleep. The life 
that one leads yielding to the temptations of the senses while being 
awake is utterly useless, for it is a godless life. A person who leads such 
a life, though wide awake, is really in sleep. He is in the night of 
ignorance, Day is also night to him. Real awakening is God-realiz- 
ation. So long as a person does not realize God, he is in the night 
under the sway of sleep. But a mystic who has subdued the senses and 
who has shaken off the sleep of ignorance (avidy@) is fully awake to the 
supreme reality. He is, indeed, in the waking state; he will no more 
be in the state of sleep. What is nightto an ignorant man, is day 
to a God-realized soul. Whatis day to a man of God-realization is 
night to an ignorant one. 


In the sixth hymn there is reference to God-realization which 
Poygai Alvar attained even as he was lying inthe womb. From “sleep” 
he has woken up. The time that he spent prior to God-realization, 
the Alvar now says, isa total waste. Many lives he must have gone 
through before he was blessed with Cod-realization through the divine 
grace. The Alvar feels sorry that he wasted time for which he could 
not but weep. The regret expressed by him reminds us of Saint Tiru- 
navukkarasar’s lamentation that he spent many days without ‘seeking 
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God, who is the sacred way to the devotees, who protects them without 


falling into the encircling hell, who is beyond, who has made the Ardra@ 
(Tiruvadirai) day sacred, who has the third eye in the forehead, and 
who is the first in the trinity. . 

Like Tirunavukkarasar, Poygai Alvar has been redeemed by God 
who by choosing him has revealed to him. From the time of God- 
realization he is in the “waking state”. Inasmuch as he has realized 
God, time cannot now waste him by taking revenge on him for what 
he did earlier. Contrast this with what King Richard II says, “I 
wasted time, and now doth time waste me.”' Poygai Ajvar has no 
regret, lucky as he was to be the beneficiary of the divine grace. 


x 
The Good Luck of the Milky Ocean 


“O, black Ocean! You are in stupor due to your 
physical contact all the time with the Lord when Heis in 
yoga-nidra — the Lord with red eyes, dark in colour, and 
armed with the discus, who slept on the banyan leaf after 
having kept the world inside Him (at the time of dissolu- 
tion). What penance did you perform (for this good 


luck)?” [19] 


In this hymn, Poygai Alvar compares his lot with that of the 


milky ocean. 


Time was when the Alvar being engrossed in things sensuous was 
indifferent to the Lord, although he did not think of anything excep- ` 
ting the Lord from the time he worshipped and saw Him. The Alvar 
seems to tink that the milky ocean is more fortunate than himself, for, 
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unlike the Alvar, it has been in union with the Lord all the time. 
Being overwhelmed by the joy of union with the Lord, it is in a state 
of utter amazement, Poygai Alvar wants to know the penance that 
the ocean did for attaining the blessed state in which it finds itself. 


_ Though the milky ocean is white in colour, it has become dark, 
because of the reflection of the Lord who is dark in colour. Hence 
the expression karungadal (black ocean) used by the Alvar. . 


XI 
Supremacy and Easy Accessibility of God 


“O Lord ! you ride on Garuda who has shining wings. 
I am not the only person who knows the scar in you 
caused by the cord with which you were tied down by 
YaSoda, whose soft shoulders are like the bamboo, for 
having eaten stealthily the fragrant butter churned by 
her. The entire world knows it.’’! [22] 


Supremacy (paratva) and easy accessibility (saulabhya) are two of 
the important characteristics of God. God is the supreme ruler of the 
entire universe. However, He is easily accessible to the devotees who 
pine for union with Him through service and prayer. The very fact 
that Kyrspa, an incarnation of Vigsnu, who is supreme and boundless, 
allowed himself to be tied down by Yagoda, his foster-mother, for the 
mischievous act of stealing the butter, brings out the easy accessibility 
of the Lord. The [$a Upanigad (5) says, “ That (Brahman) is far off ; 
That is very near.” It is, indeed, a paradox beyond human compre- 
hension that God who is supreme and remote should play the role of a 
child, and be so near as to be easily accessible for no other purpose 
than to make the devotee the beneficiary of His grace. 


Many things which are great in the world are not easy of attain- 
ment, Things which can be easily attained are not usually great. The 
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divine supremacy is such that it is easily accessible. Though it is 
within our reach, it does not on that account lose its greatness and 
supremacy. What is unique in the case of God is the happy combina- 
tion of supremacy and easy accessibility. Poygai Alvar lays emphasis 
on both these aspects in this hymn. While he refers to the supremacy 
of God speaking of Him as riding on the mighty Garuda, he brings 
out God’s easy accessibility by mentioning the episode of Yasoda 
fastening the divine play-boy, Krgga, with a cord. The scar in his 
body is a good livery of his redemptive act. The whole world, decl- 


ares Poygai Alvar, knows it. 


XIT 
Knowing Scripture Alone Will Not Do 


“My mind, without stopping with scriptural know- 
ledge, will come up by praising always the Lord, who lies 
down on the milky ocean like the green emarald set on a 
mountain, who tore the body of Hiranya, and who, 
incarnating as Varāha, recovered the world.” 1 [25] 


Mere scriptural knowledge will not do for attaining God-realiza- 
tion. It must be supplemented, according to Poygai Ajvār, by const- 
ant meditation on God. This is the central idea conveyed by this 


hymn. 


Scripture is the means (pramānņa) for getting the knowledge of 
God. Since the knowledge obtained therefrom is mediate (farokga), it 
has to be made immediate (afarokga) by constant meditation on God. 
In order to practise meditation, the mind must be made to dwell 
constantly on God, by chanting His names, by praising His greatness, 


and so on. 


In the first line of the hymn, Poygai Alvar lays stress on the fact 
that scriptural knowledge alone, though necessary, is not adequate for 





l. wrwb Asrar ra 2r mb gar Fs TUQ UT gy tb 
amrGnued wrsgGw CGurw—Baseow 
ALigraaé Baird dé CEPU ye 
@Quisgra0 SH orapw. [25] 


26 POYGAI AUTER 


attaining God-realization. He refers to the importance of praising 
the greatness of God, which is a spiritual practice, for God-realiza- 
tion in the last line of the hymn, 


The expression urai-merkondu may be construed as mel urai kondu, 
melana urai kondu, conveying the meaning ‘‘ with good or sacred 
words”. In that case, the meaning of the hymn is this: ‘My mind 
will come up by praising always the Lord through good or sacred 
words—the Lord who lies down on the milky ocean...” 


XII 
Greatness of the Venkata Hill 


“The hill of Tiruvenkata which puts out the fire of 
evil deeds (which obstruct the attainment of the goal) of 
those who bid good bye to the Lord after having attained 
katvalya, and of those who dwell worshipping always the 
Lord, who wears the fresh basil, is the one which kindles 


the flame of the mind (i.e. knowledge) of the eternals 
(nityasitris).’’* [26] 


Para, vyiiha, mbhava, antaryamin, and arca are the five forms of 
Brahman. Brahman as para is the transcendental Absolute. The 
vyiiha aspect of Brahman is the power which creates, sustains, and 
destroys the universe. Brahman who is the indwelling self in all 
beings is the antaryamin, Vibhava is the incarnation of Brahman in a 
particular form playing the role of a saviour. Are@ is the permanent 
incarnation of Brahman worshipped in a temple by the devotees. In 
view of the fact that para, vyitha, and vibhava cannot be directly experi- 
enced by us now, special importance is attached to arcavata@ra*ny the 
A]lvars. T hough all the five forms of Brahman are from the philoso- 
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phical point of view of equal value, from the point of view of the spiri- 
tual aspirant arcāvatāra is more valuable than others, since the permanent 
divine form in which God’s grace (krpā) is concretely manifested is 


easily accessible at any time to the earnest devotees. 


One such permanent incarnation (area) greatly praised and adored 
by the Alvars is on the hill called Vetkata (Tirumalai). The hill itself, 
according to Poygai Alvar, is as much great and powerful as God 
Himself in the arc@ form manifesting supreme power and redemptive 
mercy. Poygai Alvar praises the greatness of the Verkata hill in the 


hymn given above. 


There are some who look upon aisvarya as the highest end to be 
attained. Some others consider kaivalya, which is self-realization,— 
spiritual solitude, different from mokga—as the supreme goal. Moksa 
which is God-realization is the highest goal to some others. It may be 
noted here that kaivalya which is spiritual solitude attained through 
self-realization is inferior to moksa, and aiSvarya is very much inferior 
to kaivalya. Obstacles that stand in the way must be removed for 
attaining any of these goals. Poygai Alvar says that the well-known 
hill, Verkata (Tirumalat), the abode of the Lord, will put out the fire of 
evil deeds which give rise to obstacles that prevent the attainment of 
the goal, whatever it may be—aisvarya, kaivalya, or mokga—desired by 
those who are in bondage. In the case of nityasiris, who are eter- 
nally free, the same hill, the Alvar says, functions in a different way. 
It rouses and enlivens their fire (light) of knowledge (dharma-bhita- 
jana). The Venkata hill is the object of adoration by gods as well as 
by those who are in bondage. Hence Poygai Alvar praises the great- 
ness of the Tirnvenkata, the divine abode. 


XIV 


Accessibility of God to a Serene Mind 


“The mind of those who keep it steady by making 
it serene and who fully realize through knowledge (their 
dependence on God) in the right way will, without any 
effort, find its way to the feet of the Lord, who wears the 
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garland of the cool basil, in the same way as a calf will 
easily find its way to its mother.’’* [30] 


The mind of a person will be tranquil only when he is free from 
desire, aversion, and bad conduct, and keeps the senses under control. 
The tranquillity of the mind is an indication of the preponderance of 
of the sattva-guna therein. From the mind which remains steady 
because of its serenity, knowledge arises. The Katha Upanigad (I, ii, 
24) stresses the importance of the tranquillity of the mind for the 
purpose of attaining the knowledge of Brahman as follows: ‘One 
who has not desisted from bad conduct, whose senses are not under 
control, whose mind is not concentrated, whose mind is not free from 
anxiety, cannot attain this Brahman through knowledge.” That know- 
ledge arises from the mind predominated by sattva-guna is stated in the 
Bhagavad-gita (XIV, 17): “ From sattva arises knowledge.” It is this 
idea that Poygai Alvar brings out in the first two lines of this hymn. 


Poygai Ajvar explains how God is easily accessible to one whose 
mind is clear, calm, and steady and who knows his relation to God, by 
giving an example in the last two lines of the hymn. Just as a calf 
that remains isolated will make its way to its mother in the herd of its 
own accord without any difficulty, even so the mind will be able to 
comprehend God without any difficulty, once the disturbing influences 
of the mind, viz oblivion (laya), distraction (viksepa), passion (kagaya), 
and satisfaction (rasa@svada) are removed. 


XV 
God’s Concern for the Devotee 


“Is it possible to think, even for a moment, of any- 
thing else than the feet of the Lord who, holding the 
conch (whose spirals turn to the right) on the one hand, 
and supporting the incomparably beautiful discus on the 
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other hand, assumed the form of the Lion-man (Nara- 
simha), and tore the chest of HiranyakaSipu whose colour 
was like that of fire.” > [31] 


The relation between God and His devotee is reciprocal. Just as 
a devotee thinks of God all the time uttering His name and praising 
His greatness and goodness, even so the Lord is very much concerned - 
all the time about the well-being of His devotee. God knows what is 
good for the devotee, and how He should take care of him at the 


appropriate time. 


The case of Prahlada is a testimony to the Lord’s concern and 
affection (vatsalya) for the devotee. Prahlada, when challenged by his 
haughty and cruel father, HiranyakaSipu, told him that God who was 
adored by him all the time was omnipresent. When Hiranyakaégipu 
questioned Prahlada whether God was present in a pillar which he 
spotted out with a view to test the omnipresence of God, the latter 
replied in the affirmative. In order to prove the truth of Prahlada’s 
` statement, God came out from that pillar in the form of Narastmha 
(Man-lion), even though Prahlada did not pray to God invoking His 
presence therein, and killed Hiranyakasipu without using any weapon, 


God acts on His own without waiting for the prayers and petitions 
of the devotee. When such is the affection of the Lord for His devotee, 
how is it possible, asks Poygai Alvar, to think of anything else excep- 


ting the Lord. 
XVI 
God-realization and the Inward Eye 


“ Those who, without controlling the five senses and 
their objects, embrace the body of women, are those who 
do not keep the senses contented by knowing Brahman 
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through the eye of the mind, removing the darkness 
of ignorance. Such people cannot reach the City of the 
Lord who has the thousand-hooded snake (Adifesa) as 
His bed.” * [32] 


It is the very nature of the senses to go outward in search of the 
objects of enjoyment. The Katha Upanisad (II, i, 1) speaks of the five 
senses such as eye, ear, etc., as parañci khant meaning outgoing senses. 
Though desires seem to be fulfilled when objects to which they are 
related are attained, they can never be appeased thereby, for they grow 
by whatthey feed on. Just as fire cannot be extinguished by adding 
fuel to it, even so desires can never be removed by satisfying them 
through the attainment of objects. When a person fulfils a desire, the 
satisfaction which he enjoys is only temporary. There is once again a 
want towards the same object whose attainment will give him only a 
temporary satisfaction. Though paradoxical it may seem, the truth is 
that desire needs fulfilment which again is followed by desire. And the 
process has to continue so long as one is overwhelmed by desires. A 
person who is involved in this process cannot be free from desires and 
cannot keep his senses under control. Such a person will be sensuous 


and self-indulgent, caring only for the flesh and things which cater to 
the flesh. 


When the senses are not under control, the mind too is agitated, 
disturbed, and unsteady. When the mind is not calm and steady, it 
will not be possible to realize God, the supreme Self. It is through dis- 
passion (vairagya) and discrimination (viveka) that one must break the 
vicious circle of desire leading to fulfilment, and fulfilment being follo- 
wed by desire which again needs fulfilment. The Katha Upanigad 
(I, ii, 24) says: “One who has not desisted from bad conduct, whose 
senses are not under control, whose mind is not free from anxiety, 
cannot attain this Self through knowledge.’ This passage sfresses the 


need for the control of the senses and a calm mind for the purpose of 
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God-realization. One who does not undergo this discipline cannot 


realize God. Poygai Alvar conveys the same idea in the hymn given 
above. 


Poygai Alvar suggests in the first line of the hymn that Brahman, 
the supreme reality, can be known, not through the outward visual 
sense, but only through the “inward eye”, viz the mind. The Mundaka 
Upanigad (II, i, 8) says: “It (the Self) is not comprehended through 


the eye, nor through speech, nor through the other senses; nor is it 


attained through austerity or karma. Through the favour of the 


mind which is pure, one can see that indivisible Self by means of medi- 
tation.” That the ultimate reality can be known only through the 
mind which is pure and tranquil is stated in the Brhadaranyaka Upa- 
nigad (IV, iv, 19): ‘Through the mind alone (it) is to be realized” 
(manasaiva anudragfavyam). Poygai Alvar conveys the Upanigadic idea 
in his own inimitable way in the first line of the hymn given above. 


_ 


The expression ‘‘akattu anaippar’’, which occurs in the third line of 
the hymn, means those who embrace the body (of women). ‘The word 
‘‘anaivare’ may be interpreted in the sense of anaivaro. Mind will be fit 
enough to know the real nature of the jiva as well as that of Brahman, 
only when it is calm and one-pointed. Knowing one’s own nature as 
a dependent being (sega) and that of God as the supreme independent 
being (Sesi), through the mind which is pure and steady, one must 
keep the senses contented. On the contrary, one who yields to the 
senses and leads a life of self-indulgence cannot, the Alvar declares, 


realize God. 


The hymn may also be interpreted in another way. The expres- 
sion ‘ @katiu anaippar” may be explained to mean “those who think 
of God in the mind”. A man may be bad leading a life which is 
sensuous apd licentious. Nevertheless, because of the spontaneous 
grace (nirhetuka-krpa@) of God, which functioning on its own takes 
hold of him, his mind, without any effort on his part, becomes engros- 
sed in God; and so he leads a new life. Such a person who is the 


beneficiary of the spontaneous grace of God realizes Him, 


Another explanation is also possible. When a person has itching 
sensation in some part of his body, he cannot normally avoid scrat- 
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ching that part. Itis well-known that frequent scratching does not 
provide any relief to the itching sensation. The senses which go 
outward towards objects cannot be appeased and controlled by 
providing objects which they demand. To provide objects for the 
senses is just like scratching the skin affected by a disease. The word 
‘“‘namatyamal’’ which occurs in the second line of the hymn may be 
understood in the sense of ‘ without scratching”, i.e. without provi- 
ding objects to the five senses. 


The mind is the “inward eye”. It is pure only when it has 
saltva-guņa predominant in it. The outward eye cannot see anything 
when it is covered by the two lids. In the same way the inward eye 
(mind) cannot know God when it is covered by rajas and tamas, which 
are its two lids. So the meaning of the hymn is that those persons who 
control the senses without providing objects to them and who contem- 
plate on God (Gkattu anaippar), having known Him through the sāttvic 
mind which is not overwhelmed by rajas and tamas, will realize God. 


Poygai Alvar emphasizes the importance of jfia@na, vairagya, and 
bhakti as means to God-realization in the hymn mentioned above, 
When he speaks of knowing God through the mind, the emphasis is on 
jiana or knowledge. The importance of vairagya or dispassion is 
brought out when he says that the senses should not be provided with 
the objects of enjoyment. He lays stress on bhakti or contemplation 
when he speaks of keeping the mind engrossed in God. 


According to Visigtadvaita, liberation (mokga) consists in com- 
munion with God by reaching the divine abode called Vaikuntha. It 
is not just intellectual or spiritual awakening. It involves a real attain- 
ment of the supreme Being by reaching the celestial City of God—a 
pilgrimage which one can undertake only when the physical body 
falls off. This idea, the Alvar brings out when he speaks of attaining 
the City of God who has made the thousand-hooded Adiédga His bed. 


XVII 
Godless Mind and Slavery to Rituals 


“ What is the use of recitation and taking count of 
it, and the offering of morning and evening prayers 


THR EVIL OF EGOISM 33 


without the mind reflecting on the names of the Lord, 
who provided on His navel-lotus the abode for’ the 
four-faced Brahma, who revealed to him the Vedas to 
be taught to others, and who is endowed with auspicious 
qualities ?’”’? [33] 


Poygai Alvar speaks of God as “panpan"’,t.e, as one who is endowed 
with auspicious qualities like sausilya (uprightness), v@tsalya (affection 
towards the devotees), etc. The Lord not only provided an abode in 
His own being to Brahma, the creator, but also revealed to him the 
Vedas. Such was His affection for Brahma. 


Every deed must be done as an offering to the Lord. Recitation 
of the names of the Lord and offering of prayers at the stipulated 
time will be of no use, says the Alvar, so long as the mind is not 
engrossed in the Lord. The orientation of the mind at the time of 
the performance of these overt acts must also be considered. Deeds 
must be guided by a God-oriented mind. A person who allows his 
mind to wander about without thinking about God at the time of the 
performance of the scripture-ordained deeds is a slave to external 
rituals. The deeds of a person who is mentally far away from God 
do not count at all. Rituals done with a godless mind are, indeed, a 
loss: and one who performs them as a matter of routine without 


proper mental orientation is a slave to them. 


XVIII 
The Evil of Egoism 


“Js it not for removing the sense of I and mine (of 
the individual souls) that you, by begging, accepted 
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(three measures of) ground, lowering your hands which 
have the lustrous discus and sharp nails by which, caus- 
ing wound, you tore earlier HiranyakaSipu, who claimed 
the world as his own ?’’? [36] 


The spiritual aspirant who aims at God-realization should be 
free from egoism. The sense of “I” and “mine”? which are the 
two forms of egoism arise because of ignorance. The inward Self 
which is immutable is free from action. It is not the doer or agent of 
any action. Not knowing its real nature and superimposing the nature 
of the mind thereon, a person thinks of himself as an agent. More- 
over, the inward Self is non-dual. It is not related to anything else. 
Owing to the false identification of the Self with the mind, the senses, 
the body, and the externa] things, a person develops the possessive 
sense, the sense of ‘‘mine”; he speaks of “his”? mind, “his”? senses, 
“this” body, “his” wealth, and so on. Mind, senses, body, etc., are 
not-Self. Lacking discrimination between the Self and the not-Self, a 
person develops the nominative and the possessive aspects of egoism. 
A spiritual aspirant must be free from egoism. One who is egoistic is 
demonaic; and one who is free from it is divine. Lord Krsna says in the 
Gita (XVI, 6) that there are two kinds of beings, the divine and the 
demonaic. He observes (XVI, 5): “The divine nature is deemed for 
liberation and the demonaic, for bondage...” 


The entire universe belongs to God, for He is the source, support, 
and the controller of it. While God is the indwelling Self (Saririn), 
the entire universe is His body (Sarira); and so the latter belongs to 
Him. Nothing in the world belongs to us, the individual souls. So 
the spiritual aspirants who care for liberation should lead a life of 
detachment. This idea is conveyed in the opening mantra of the 
I$a Upanigad which says: “AN this, whatever moves in this'* moving 
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world, is enveloped by God. So find your enjoyment in renunciation ; 


do not covet what belongs to others.” 


In the hymn stated above, Poygai Alvar emphasizes the need for 
overcoming the sense of “I”? and “mine” by calling attention to the 
case of Mahabali, andthe way in which the Lord, incarnating as 
Vamana, dealt with him. Mah@bali was full of egoism. He thought 
of himself as the lord of the entire universe and claimed that it belonged 
to him, even though God, being the supreme Lord of the universe, is 
its owner. Itis witha view to remove his egoism and thereby to 
teach a lesson to him as well as to others that God incarnated as 
Vamana and begged of him three feet of ground, even though the entire 


world is His. 
Though both Hiranyakagipu and Mahabali were egoistic, the 


Lord dealt with them differently. While the former hated the Lord 
and treated Him as an inveterate enemy, the latter did not. 


XIX 
Utierance of the Name of the Lord 


“ O, my mind! From this day on, always contem- 
plate on what is spoken about the Lord, who has the 
beautiful discus in His hand, even though what is uttered 
is only for the sake of utterance (and not out of love of 
God). In that case, even if you do wrong as big as a 

- mountain, He will view it as good.” ! [41] 


If a devotee thinks of the Lord and utters His name with love, it is 
the best. What is the next best thing? Poygai Alvar says that God 
should be the object of one’s thought and utterance, even if genuine 
love for God is wanting. This too, assures the Alvar, will be fruitful, 
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thanks to the goodness of the Lord. It does not matter whether the 
utterance of the name of the Lord is out of genuine love towards Him 
or not. Itis better to think and speak of Him than to think and 
speak of anything else. God is so good as to view favourably every 
thought and utterance even though it is wanting in devotion and love. 


XX 
Fruits of Worship 


“The devotees by their very nature worship, with 
flower and water, the feet of the Lord who wears the 
garland of basil grown luxuriantly in the high-land. 
Consequently, their minds are free from evil. Sins which 
cannot be wiped out cannot reach them. Love which is 
wealth will come of its own accord.’’* [43] 


In this hymn, Poygai Alvar refers to the fruits that accrue to the 


devotees who worship the Lord disinterestedly without any concern with 
the fruits of their action, 


XXI 
Divine Accessibility Through Many Forms 


“In whatever form the devotee conjures up God 
who has the discus in His hand, the same form He assu- 
mes. Further, whatever name the devotee gives Him, 
the same name He accepts. With whatever qualities the 


devotee always thinks of Him, with the same qualities 
He remains.’’? [44] 
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The supreme Being manifests itself in different forms and as 
endowed with different names and qualities, as thought of by the 
devotees. Lord Krsna declares in the Bhagavad-git@ (IV, 4): “Howso- 
ever men approach me, even so do I reward them...” It is this idea 
that is brought out by Poygai Alvar in the hymn given above. 
Supremacy and easy accessibility are the two complementary aspects of 
God. God is not only supreme, but is easily accessible to the devotees 
as well. As the devotees ascend towards God, God descends towards 
them, assuming the form, name, and qualities as thought of by them, 


The Alvar stresses the greatness and value of arcavatéra in this 


hymn, 


XXII 
Greatness of Bhakti 


“Even gods do not know the auspicious qualities of 
the Lord. But, O good mind! we (because of the 
divine grace) know the Lord who, making marks by His 
foot, counted the long ten heads of the wicked demon, 
Ravana, who stood worshipping at the feet of Brahma, 
of great austerity, who has his abode at the navel-lotus 
of the Lord.” [45] 


In this hymn, Poygai Alvar lays emphasis on the greatness of 
bhakti which enables the devotees to attain God-realization. What is 
not possible even for gods becomes possible for the devotees of the 


Lord. 
The episode that is mentioned in this hymn by Poygai Alvar is 


also stated by Peyalvar in hymn (77) inthe Third Tiruvantadi. Once, 
Ravana, without revealing his identity, went to Brahma and asked a 
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6 
boon. The Lord, assuming the form of a child, lay on the lap of 
Brahma and indicated to him by making marks through His foot that 
the person seeking boon from him was no other than the wicked 
Ravana with ten heads. 


XXIII 
The Means to Release 


“ By withdrawing the five rutting elephants, viz the 
senses, from the water and by efficiently controlling them 
without allowing them to roam about, those who know 
Him through true knowledge (or bhakti) which is very 
subtle will realize the feet of the Lord who, once upon 
a time, protected the Gajendra.” ! [47] 


Poygai Alvar explains the means to liberation in this hymn. 


The five senses which are compared to the rutting elephants must 
first of all be controlled, by withdrawing them from the external 
objects. They must be turned towards God. The practice of niskama- 
karma helps the spiritual aspirant not only to be God-oriented, but also 
leads to his purification of the mind (cilta-Suddhi). Right knowledge 
will arise only in a mind which is predominated with sattva-guna. 
The Bhagavad-gita (XIV, 17) says, “From sativa arises knowledge” 
(sattvat sañjāyate janam), This right knowledge of the Supreme is 
characterized as subtle, because the supreme Being is subtle. So 
Brahman-realization which is release can be attained, says Poygai 
Alvar, only through the right knowledge. The word “jfianam” used 
by the Alvar in the third line of the hymn is explained as bhakti in the 
Visigtadvaita tradition. According to Visigtadvaita, knowledge, when 
deepened through contemplation, becomes bhakti. On this interpreta- 
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tion, a devotee through bhakti attains Brahman-realization which is 


release. 


In the last line of the hymn, reference is made to the elephants 
Gajendra, which was rescued by the Lord from the clutches of the 
crocodile when it got into a pond to pluck a flower for worshipping the 
Lord. 


XXIV 
Efficacy of Bhaktt 


“By controlling the five senses which cannot be 
easily restrained and by worshipping with the choicest 
flowers in hand and with loving devotion, it is easy to 
realize the Lord who, with his munificent hand, accepted 
the pouring of water by Mahābali, who was great and 
who regularly gave gifts to others.” > [ 50 ] 


Poygai Alvar brings out the efficacy of bhakti as the means to God- 
realization. God-realization, says the Alvar, is vouched for those who 
worship God with bhakti, giving up attachment to the objects of the 


world, 


The senses by their very nature are out-going: and they have to 
be controlled by the mind. Controlling the mind is no doubt difficult. 
Arjuna gives expression to this difficulty when he says: “ The mind 
verily, is, O Krgna, restless, turbulent, strong, and obstinate. There- 
of the restraint I deem quite as difficult as that of the wind.” (Giza, 
VI, 34) However, the mind can be controlled by practice (abhkyāsa) 

‘and dispassion (vairagya). Practice consists in constantly keeping the 
idea of Ggd in the mind. Dispassion is giving up the objects of pleasure 
through constant perception of evil in them. Through abhyāsa and 
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vairagya, the thought-stream of the mind which is object-oriented can 
be canalized towards God. The need for abhyāsa and vairagya is stressed 
by Lord Krgna for the purpose of controlling the mind as follows: 
“ Doubtless, O mighty-armed, the mind is hard to restrain and restless, 
but by practice, O son of Kunti, and by dispassion it may be con- 
trolled.” (Gita, VI, 35) A devotee who resorts to bhakti after con- 
trolling the mind attains God-realization. 


In the last two lines of the hymn, Poygai Alvar refers to the 
Lord’s incarnation as Vamana and His accepting the offering of water 
poured by Mahabali in token of the gift of three measures of ground 
by the latter. Mahabali was great asa donor. Indeed, he is ranked 
first among the donors. Though he knew that the short-statured 
Vamana was no other than the Lord who came to subjucate him, he 
did not hesitate to gift three measures of ground which Vamana begged 
of him. Nor did he go back from his word when he saw Vamana 
assuming the cosmic form and started measuring the ground. Thus 
Mahabali was great as a donor. 


XXV 
Beyond Speech and Mind 


“ Chattering the names of the Lord apart, who can 
truly know our supreme Being? Be itso. Brahma, in 
spite of having his abode so closely in the fragrant navel- 
lotus of the Lord, is not able to know the lotus feet of 
the Lord.’”’' [56] 


Brahman, the supreme Being, is not an object of knowledge; and 
so it cannot be known in the way in which empirical things are known. 
It cannot be comprehended by the mind which is insentient. The 





l. CGuGraru Gspowd gedare, orth Quidiwr Fr 
Br ywr, Yg AHhs—CaGr 
SHS SOV SH ecoroiGegi sraxrQore sow err 
HOS S06 ST HYLA. [56] 


BEYOND SPEECH AND MIND 4] 


insentient mind by itself cannot reveal anything. If we know the things 
of the world through the mind, it is because of the light of consciousness 
reflected in the mind. Brahman which is no other than the inward Self 
of the individual is of the nature of consciousness; and so it cannot be 
known through the insentient mind. Further, whatever is known is 
material (jada), something other than consciousness. If Brahman too 
were to be known, it should be reduced to the status of a material 
thing ; it would then cease to be of the nature of consciousness. Again, 
Brahman is self-luminous. While it reveals other things, it is not known 
through anything else. A text of the Katha Upanigad (IT, ii, 15) says: 
‘¢ He shining, all these shine; through His lustre, all these are variously 
illumined.” Brahman, the non-dual reality, which is immutable and 
which is devoid of qualities, cannot be designated by words. Through 
words we can denote an object which has a genus (ja@iz), or a quality 
(guna), or an act (karma), or relation (sambandha). But Brahman has 
none of these. Brahman does not belong to a class. That is why it 
cannot be designated even by the word “sat”. Further, Brahman is 
nirguna. If there are qualities in Brahman, it could be denoted by a 
word such as white, black, etc. implying a quality. Again, Brahman 
is immutable ; and so it cannot be denoted by a word implying an act. 
Since it is one and non-dual, there is nothing else to which it is related. 
So it cannot be referred to by words which imply relation. It means 
that Brahman, the ultimate reality, cannot be denoted by words. That 
Brahman is beyond speech and mind is stated in the Tatttiriya Upanisad 
(II, iv, 1): ‘Whence all words return, unable to reach it (Brahman), 


along with the mind.” 


What, then, is the means to the realization of Brahman ? Poygai 
Alvar assures us that Brahman which is beyond speech and thought can 
nevertheless be realized through uttering the names of the Lord. Like 
the practixe of nigkama-karma, the utterance of the names of God leads 
to the purification of the mind. When the mind is purified, a person is 
competent to understand the teaching of Scripture. And Scripture 
conveys the knowledge of Brahman negatively by stating what Brahman 
is not, by removing all wrong notions caused by avidyā, by negating all 
specifications and qualities falsely superimposed on Brahman due to 
avidy@. One may or may not know the significance of the names of the 
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Lord. The mere utterance of the names, even without knowing their 
significance, will be fruitful. 


One cannot claim that one knows a thing merely on the score of 
proximity to it. Brahma, the creator, who is so close to the Lord, does 
not know, says Poygai Alvar, even the lotus feet of the Lord who is 
infinite. How then can others who are less competent know Him ? 


A spiritual aspirant has to prepare himself for Brahman-realization 
through the practice of karma and bhakti. When he thus makes himself 
competent, he can be the beneficiary of the grace of God when it falls 
on him. To him He reveals, whom He chooses. 


XXVI 
Overcoming Sins Through Association with God 


“I was afraid of the atrocious sins which sat tight on 
me. Thus frightened and with the desire to attain salva- 
tion, I worshipped you with the delightful and excellent 
garland of these hymns for reaching your sacred feet, 
and recited the mantra, ‘namo narayanaya’.’’? [57] 


In this hymn, Poygai Alvar Says that association with the Lord 
through worshipping Him with flowers and garlands, and through 
reciting agtakgara helps a devotee to overcome his sins. Resorting to 


these, the Alvar attained salvation. He gives this information for the 
benefit of those who are desirous of salvation, 


The expression ‘“ nayaninra nanmalai’’ means the delightful and 
beautiful garland. In the context, it may be interpreted to mean “ the 
beautiful garland of hymns constituting Scripture’. The hymns of 
the Alvar constitute Scripture. Inasmuch as they convey the central 
teachings of the Upanigsads which are Vedanta, they are also called 


~ 
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Vedanta. Scripture gives information about five things (artha-pañcaka) : 
(1) the nature of the supreme Being, (2) the nature of the individual 
soul, (3) the means to the attainment of the supreme Being, (4) the 
purusartha which is to be attained, and (5) the obstacles to be removed. 
Since Poygai Alvar’s Tiruvantadi, like the hymns of the other Alvars, 
deals with all these five things, it is sacred Scripture. 


“ Om namo na@rayanaya’’ is the ag takgara-manira. 


XXVII 
A Pure Mind and a Competent Teacher 


“Omind! Let us worship with flower and incense 
in the hand, and attain salvation. Arise. May you live 
long. Learning the sacred names without fault is for 
the purpose of worshipping the feet of the Lord with our 
hands. There is no time for delay. Hasten to attain 
Him.”? [58] 


The work of the mind counts very much in the life of a spiritual 
aspirant. It is through the mind that the out-going senses have to be 
controlled. Again, through the mind alone which is pure, the supreme 
Being can be known. The Katha Upanigad (II, i, 11) says: “ This 
(Brahman) is to be attained through the mind.” Poygai Alvar feels 
happy that his mind, being fit for the role it has to play, co-operates 
with him in his quest of perfection. He conveys his appreciation and 
good-will to the mind by saying: ‘ May you live long!” 


One has to study Scripture under the guidance of a competent 
teacher. The study of Scripture under the guidance of a teacher is 
known as Sravana. Both the teacher and Scripture help to purify the 
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mind of a spiritual aspirant, In the course of his commentary on the 
text of the Katha Upanigad (II, i, 11) quoted above, Sankara says that 
“ Brahman which is homogeneous is to be attained as identical with 
the Self, there being nothing else existing, through the mind, which is 
purified by the teacher and Scripture. There are many Sruti texts 
which stress the importance of a teacher for a spiritual aspirant. The 
Chandogya Upanigad (VI, xiv, 2) says: “A person having a teacher 
can know Brahman.” The same Upanigad says in another context 
(IV, ix, 3), “Knowledge received froma teacher alone helps one to 
attain the end.” One has to know the teaching about God without 
fault ; and what is learnt from a competent teacher alone will be 
without fault. The discipline called gravana must be followed by 
rational thinking (manana) and repeated contemplation (nididhyāsana). 


XXVIII 
The Path of Prapatti 


“If the powerful deeds that have already taken 
possession of us, the afflictions (which follow them), 
disease and sins, all of which fetter the jiva, are to be 
rooted out along with their latent impressions, the 
means thereto is surrender to the Lord who incarnating 
as Rama held the bow in His beautiful hand in such 
a way as to destroy once upon a time the strength of 
Ravana who held Sita, having slender waist, a Captive in 
Lanka.’”’* [59] 


In this hymn Poygai Alvar brings out the significance of prapatti 
which is a direct and independent path to release, 


The jiva, i.e. the individual soul, by its very nature is pure; and it 
is of the nature of knowledge and bliss. Since its empirical existence 
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gua jiva is beginningless (anadi), it is not possible to ascertain the begin- 
ning of its suffering. As jiva, it is subject to the limitation of avidpa, 
which is also beginningless (an@dt). Because of avidya, there arises 
desire ; desire leads to deeds, good as well as bad; and because of 
deeds, merit and demerit, i.e. pumva and papa, accrue to the jiva; and 
these in their turn lead to further deeds, good and bad. Thus, the 
empirical existence of the jiva involving the cycle of births and deaths 


is full of suffering. 


Poygai Alvar in the first two lines of the hymn refers to the suffe- 
ring of the jiva in its empirical existence. There are three kinds karma— 
saticita, prarabdha, and G@gami. Saficita refers to the accumulated karma- 
in-store which stands to the credit of the jivain its empirical existence. 
Agami is karma-yet-to-come. Pra@rabdha is karma-in-action, At the 
appropriate time, a particular karma starts functioning, giving rise to 
various results—the present bodily existence of a jiva and the experience 
of pleasure and pain. The accumulated demerit (p@fa) begins to fruc- 
tify causing mental afflictions, bodily disease, and soon, [In the same 
way, the enjoyment of pleasure is due to merit (punya). The pleasure 
which the jiva experiences in its empirical condition is ephemeral and 
finite. Since it does not give the jiva abiding satisfaction, it too be- 
comes a source of pain. So both pleasure and pain which a jiva 
experiences in its empirical condition have to be overcome for attaining 


release. 


In the last two lines of the hymn, Poygai Alvar refers to God’s 
incarnation as Rama, the abduction of Sita by R&vaga, and finally the 
destruction of Ravana by Rama. He says that, for the purpose of 
overcoming the suffering of bondage and attaining salvation, one must 


surrender to the Lord, who incarnated as Rama. 


According to Visistadvaita, prapatti is an alternative path to release. 
The practice of karma-yoga and jfiana-yoga, according to Visigtadvaita, 
paves the way for bhakit-yoga which in its turn leads to release. Those 
who are not competent to tread the path of bhakti may resort to prapatii, 
the path of surrender. Just as the practice of bhakti leads to release, 
even so the pursuit of prapatti Jeads to release. Asin the case of bhakti, 
here also faith in the saving grace of the Lord is necessary on the part 


46 POYGAI ALVAR 


of the spiritual aspirant. It may be stated here that the Tenkalai shool 
of Srivaiggavism does not consider prapaiti as sadhyopaya. Just as it 
does not consider bhakti as a yoga or discipline to be accomplished 


by the individual, even so it does not treat prapaiti asa yoga to be accom- 
plished by the individual. 


A spiritual aspirant who resorts to prapatli 
is called a prapanna. 


A prapanna is one who is completely free from 
egoism, who has the feeling of unworthiness and helplessness to do 
anything — to follow the path of karma, or jana, or bhakti — and who 
totally and unreservedly surrenders to the Lord. Lord Krgna sets forth 
the doctrine of prapatti in the Bhagavad-gita (XVIII, 66) as follows: 


‘“ Renouncing all dharmas, seek me as your sole refuge. I will liberate 


you from all sins. Do not grieve.” The Tenkalai school holds the 


view that divine grace which is spontaneous does not operate in response 
to the merit of the individual. Since grace is spontaneous and not res- 


ponsive, it believes in nirhetuka-krpa. It makes no sense to speak of the 
merit of the individual in the context of divine grace, 


XXIX 
God—The Material and Efficient Cause 


“The world, the state of dissolution of the world, | 
the black ocean full of waves and of beautiful colour, 
the mountains, the red fire, the air, and the ether that are 


in the world—all these are the creations of the Lord, 
Laksmi-Narayana, through His volition.” ? | 61 | 


Brahman, being the source of the entire world, is its material 
cause (upadana-karana). One may think that there must be, besides 
Brahman, some other entity which is the efficient cause (nimitia-karana) 
of the world, for we find in our experience that the efficient cause iş 
different from the material cause. Clay is the material cause of pot ; 
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and potter is its efficient cause. Both of them which are necessary for 
the production of a thing are different from each other. If so, there 
must be, one may think, an efficient cause different from Brahman 
which is the material cause. But this is not true in the case of 
Brahman. Brahman is both the material and the efficient cause rolled 
into one. Consider, for example, the Chdndogya text (VI, ii, 1) which 
says: “In the beginning there was Being alone, one only without a 
second.” It is from Being (sat), i.e. Brahman, that everything comes into 
existence ; and so Brahman is the material cause. Since it is without 
a second (advitiyam), it is also the efficient cause of the world. The 
same Upanigsad goes on to say in the sequel: ‘‘It thought: may I 
become many, may I grow forth...” The capacity to think on the 
part of Being (Brahman) shows that it is not an inert principle, but 
something conscious or intelligent and that it is, therefore, the efficient 
cause of the world as well. There are also other Upanigadic texts 
which convey this idea. In the hymn given above, Poygai Alvar 
states the same idea on the basis of his own authentic experience. 


The world to which Poygai Alvar refers at the commencement of the 
hymn implies the state of creation (srgfz). Then reference is made by 
him to the dissolution of the world (pralaya). The maintenance 
(sthiti) of the world, though not explicitly stated, is implied in the 
context. It means that God is not only the source and support of the 
world, but also is that into which the world is finally dissolved. Com- 
pare this with the Tazéttiriya text (III, i, 1) which says: ‘Desire to 
know that from which all these beings take birth, that by which they 
live after being born, that towards which they move and into which 


they merge. That is Brahman.” 


In the second and third lines of the hymn, Poygai Alvar refers to 
the objects created by God. The ocean and the mountains mentioned 
by the Alvar suggest the two elements, viz water and earth. The remai- 
ning three elements, viz fire, air, and ether, are also mentioned by him. 
All the objects of the world are constituted by these five elements. 
The elements which come into existence from Brahman-Atman and 
also their sequence are stated in the Tattliriya Upanigad (II, i, 1) as 
follows: “From that Brahman which is the Self, was produced ether. 
From ether emerged air. From air was born fire. From fire was 
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created water. From water sprang up earth.”’ ‘Towards the close of 
the third line and in the last line of the hymn, the Alvar says that the 
things of the world constituted by the five elements have come out of 
God, Laksmi-Narayana, and that God Himself is the efficient cause of 
the world, The expression *‘ tirumal tan puntiyal āya punarppu’’ used by 
the Alvar can be construed in two ways as “tirumal tannal aya pu- 
narppu’? and “tirumal tan puntiyal Gya punarppu’?. While the former 
conveys the idea that creation has proceeded from God, the material 
cause, the latter states that God is the efficient cause of the world. 
Poygai Alvar in the hymn given above thus brings out the idea that 
God is both the material and efficient cause (abhinna-nimittopaddna- 
karana) of the world. 


XXX 


Total Absorption in God 


‘“ My hands will not worship anyone but the Lord. 
My two ears will remain hearing the pleasant names of 
the Lord who is related to me. Everyday my tongue 
will be speaking about the feet of the Lord who wears 
the sounding anklets and who has the mighty Adigega as 


His bed. I will not shamelessly pursue the objects of 
pleasure.” ? [ 63 ] 


When his senses are oriented towards the Lord, who is the purugar- 
tha to be attained, how is it possible for him, asks Poygai Ajvar, to run 
after the sensuous objects of pleasure? The ideal that is suggested here 
by the Alvar for the guidance of the spiritual aspirant is total absorp- 
tion in the Lord. 
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XXXI 
Varsnavite Code of Conduct 


“I will not covet the objects of others. With the 
ignoble I will not make friends. With others excepting 
the noble, I will not move. Excepting the Lord of Sri 
I will not worship anyone as god. (Because of all these) 
I will not feel elated. If so, how can further karma 


accrue to me ?’’? [64] 


Poygai Alvar sets forth in this hymn the Vaignavite code of 


conduct. 


In the first half of the first line of the hymn, Poygai Alvar says 
that he will not covet the property of someone else. Here is a code of 
conduct for every one. But there is something more than this which 
Poygai Alvar really wants to convey here. His words contain a deeper 
sense of great philosophical significance from the Visigtadvaita point 
of view. The supreme Lord who is the support and controller of the 
entire universe is also its owner. So the things of the world belong to 
Him. The imperishable self (cit), which is superior to other things and 
highly valuable, also belongs to the Lord. It exists for His sake. God 
is the whole of which it is a part. He is the soul of which it is the 
body. To claim as one’s own any of the things of the world, or even 
the self, is wrong, according to Poygai Alvar. 


Another interpretation also is possible. A spiritual aspirant must 
have the discrimination between the eternal and the ephemeral (nitya- 
nitya-vastu-viveka). The supreme Being alone, called Brahman or Atman, 
is eternal; all other things are not eternal. A devotee will not long 


for the things of others which are transient. If he does, it will mean 
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that he lacks the basic qualification to be fulfilled by a spiritual 
aspirant. 


Poygai Alvar classifies people into two categories—the noble and 
the ignoble. A spiritual aspirant must seek the company of the noble 
and avoid that of the ignoble. 


To Poygai Alvar, Sriyahpati is the personal god (igta-devat@). In 
view of his personal preference of the Lord of Sri as his ista-devat@, he 
will not, says the Alvar, worship any other god. 


Further, a spiritual aspirant should not feel elated on any account. 


The work of prarabdha-karma which has already started functioning 
cannot be avoided by anyone. But one can avoid the accumulation of 
further karma by adhering to the code of conduct given by the Alvar. 
Coveting ‘another person’s property, association with bad people, avoi- 
ding the company of the good, elation which will lead to egoism, and 
not worshipping one’s 1§fa-devata —these will result in the accumulation 


of further karma. A Vaignavite is one who does not fall a victim to 
these evils. 


XXXII 
Benefit of the Worship of God 


“Those who worship the Lord whose colour is dark, 
whose eyes are red, who has thousand names, who is far 
away, and who is difficult even to be thought of, will not. 
be afflicted by merit and demerit. They will not (once 
again) get into the painful bondage of hell. They will 
not go astray even in. little things.” ! [65] 
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In this hymn Poygai Alvar states the benefit that accrues to one 
who worships God. 


The thousand names of God are not exhaustive. Thousand names 
are mentioned only in a representative way. 


God is far away to the ignorant; but He is very near to the men of 
knowledge. This idea is conveyed by the /¥avasya Upanigad (5) which 
says: ‘That (Brahman) is far off. That is very near...” He cannot 
be thought of by the mind; nor can He be designated by words, because 


He is not an empirical entity. 


XXXIII 
The Purport of Scripture 


“The object which the spiritual aspirants, waking 
up in the early morning, think of, and which the learned 
Vedäntins wish to realize is the feet of the Lord who lies 
down in the milky ocean with the incomparable discus in 
His hand. What is heard and reflected upon is the name 
of the Lord whose body is like that of the vast 


ocean.” ! [66] 


Poygai Alvar saysin this hymn that a spiritual aspirant whose 
mind is purified resorts to the threefold discipline of fravana, manana, 
and nididhyadsana, which is intended to help him attain Brahman- 


realization. 


The Veda consists of two parts—the ritual-part (karma-kanda) and 
the knowledge-part (jfana-kanda). The Upanigads which form the 
concluding portion of the Veda are known as Vedanta. They form the 
knowledge-part of the Feda, and purport to teach Brahman, the 
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Spiritual aspirants who are qualified to study the Upanisads study 
them in the early morning, a time congenial for study and reflection, 
under the guidance of competent teachers. They also rationally reflect 
on what they study. Guided study (sravana) and rational reflection 
(manana) must be followed by repeated contemplation (nididhy@sana). 
Brahman can be realized through the discipline of Sravana, manana and 
nididhyasana. When Yajiiavalkya tells Maitreyi in the Brhadaranyaka 
Upanigad (II, iv, 5): “ The Self, my dear Maitreyi, should be heard 
of, reflected on, and meditated upon,” he calls attention to this 
threefold discipline. 


XXXIV 
God-ortented Knowledge 


“ Only towards the turbulent ocean flows the river. 
Only towards the rising sun the beautiful lotus turns. 
Only towards the god of death moves the vital principle. 
Knowledge comprehends only the Lord of Laksmi who is 
seated on the beautiful lotus flower.’’! [67] | 


Knowledge worth the name has God for its object. Just as it is 
natural for the rivers to flow towards the ocean, for the lotus to turn 
towards the sun, for the vital principle to perish, even so, says Poygai 
Alvar, knowledge by its very nature is related to God. That is why a 
text of the Visnupurana (I, xix, 41) says that that by which the supreme 
Being which is pure, which is the highest, which is free from imperfec- 
tion and which is one, is known is knowledge, and that all else is 


ignorance, 
XXXV 
Any Mode of Worship Is Good 


“Worship the Lord of Sri, while there is enough 
strength to utter His name. Worship Him while there is 
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the physical body, which may fall off (at any time). It 
will do good if you worship Him by offering a garland of 
flowers with lovely petals, or by yajña, or by deeds (such 
as prostration), or by uttering mantra, or even by uttering 


His name.’’! [70] 


In this hymn Poygai A]var conveys the idea that worship of God, 
whatever be the mode of worship, is conducive to the attainment of 


God-realization. 


For the practice of several kinds of worship such as offering pros- 
tration, visiting temples, performance of yajfta, etc., the body must be 
fit. With a decrepit body one cannot practise these modes of worship. 
Similarly, recitation of mantra, uttering the names of the Lord, etc. will 
be possible only when a devotee is strong enough physically as well as 
mentally. Taking advantage of the fitness of the body and the sound- 
ness of the mind, a devotee, says Poygai Alvir,.must worship God, 
whatever be the mode of worship. The body, which can be compared 
to lightning, may disappear at any time. Even if it continues to exist, 
it may sometimes be totally useless for the purpose of worship. Soa 
devotee has to take advantage of the sound condition of both the body 


and the mind, and worship the Lord. 


Poygai Ajvar refers to different kinds of worship in the last two 
lines of the hymn. One may worship God, offering a garland of 
flowers. Or, one may perform nitya and naimittika karmas, i.e. karmas 
which are obligatory and occasional, as wel) as other yajfias. Worship 
of this type requires mantra as well as deeds. Or, one may worship 
God by means of prostration which does not require any mantra. If 
the body is not fit enough for any deed, then one may worship God by 
reciting the sacred agf@ksara-mantra. If even this is not possible, one 
may without any difficulty utter the names of the Lord, as this does 
not require any qualification or initiation as in the case of learning and 
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reciting a manira. One does not take bath elsewhere for the purpose 
of purifying the body before taking bath in the Ganges. Similarly, one 
does not require any preparation or qualification for uttering the 


names of the Lord. 


XXXVI 
Lesser Values and Love of God 


“O my mind, deep-like ocean ! Even though disease 
and old age have been completely overcome (and there- 
by katvalya has been attained), and even though lordship 
over the entire universe lasting through the four yugas 
has been achieved, do not give up love for the Lord who 


has the discus ready for destroying the evil. I beseech 
u.?? [ZT] 


Poygai Alvar emphasizes in this hymn that union with God is the 
highest purugartha which a devotee should aim at, and that purusarthas 
such as kaivalya, atSvarya, etc, are lower values to be shunned by 
him. 


What is desired by a person is called puruga@riha. There are many 
purusgarthas, i.e. objects or values desired by man. Wealth, pleasure, 
etc. are purugarthas. A spiritual aspirant may aim at kaivalya which is 
a state of spiritual solitude and self-realization, by overcoming disease 
and old age. But faivalya, according to Viéigtadvaita, is a value 
inferior to mokşa or God-realization. While the former is finite (alpa), 
the latter is infinite (bhiiman). A spiritual aspirant may aim at the 
lordship of the entire universe for as many as four yugas, by attaining 
the status of Brahma. But this purugartha, though lasting for a very 
long period, is impermanent (asthira), whereas mokga is permanent 
(sthira). Poygai Alvar remarks that, even if one can achieve these 
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puruşārthas, one should not give up devotion and love to the Lord, 
Mokga is the highest value which one 


who is armed with the discus. 
It may even be said that love of 


can attain through the love of God. 
God itself is the highest value which a spiritual aspirant should pursue. 
XXXVII 


God-oriented Senses 


“The mind filled with love says, ‘Go to the Lord 
who has the discus.’ The tongue says, ‘Praise His strong 
and beautiful shoulders.’ The visual sense says, ‘See the 
Lord who transcends the beginningless time (without 
noting our faults)? The auditory sense says, ‘Listen to 
the glory of the Lord who wears the garland of pearls as 
an ornament.” * [72] 

This hymn shows how the senses of an idea] devotee are oriented 


towards God. 

In the previous hymn, Poygai Alvar appealed to the mind not to 
forget the Lord on any account. The mind and the senses which are 
already absorbed in the Lord are portrayed here as playing the role of 
a teacher, and advising the Alvar as to what he should do. 


XXXVIII 
God—the Indwelling Self 
“O my mind! Speak well or ill of the Lord who 
wears the beautiful basil garland. Reject Him or respect 
Him. He is the indwelling Self of the ocean full of water 
all the time and also of the mountain, of the pervasive 
akaSa and the air, of the body and the soul.’’! [73] 
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Earlier in hymn (61) it was stated that God is both the materia] 
and the efficient cause of the world. In this hymn, Poygai Alvar 
conveys the idea that God is the indwelling Self (antaryamin) of all 
things, sentient as well as insentient. 


In the first two lines of the hymn, Poygai Alvar addresses the 
mind which plays an important role in shaping the life of a spiritual 
aspirant. It is the mind that discriminates between the good and the 
bad. It paves the way for release or bondage. The Alvar tells the 
mind that it can first listen to the greatness of the Lord who is not only 
the cause of the world, but also the indwelling Self of everything, and 
that it can decide thereafter the course of action which it has to 
pursue—whether to praise or condemn Him, or to speak well or ill of 
Him. The idea which is sought to be conveyed by the Alvar here is 
that if a person comes to know of God, however vague and incomplete 
his understanding may be, he will be gradually attracted towards God. 


The Brhada@ranyaka Upanisad (III, vii, 1-23) explains in detail how 
Brahman is the indwelling Self (antaryamin) of all beings, sentient and 
insentient. It says: ‘* He who dwells in the earth, who is within the 
earth, whom the earth does not know, whose body the earth is, who- 
controls the earth from within, He is your Self, the inner controller, thes 
immortal.” It gives a similar account with regard to other objects. 
Brahman dwells in earth and other elements, in the luminaries and ing 
the jiva; also, it owns and controls them from within. So Brahman” 
the supreme Being, is not only the ground (G@dh@ra) of the entire 
universe, but also its inner controller (niyantā). Since Brahman is the’ 
inner Self of both cit and acit, it is characterized as the §Saririn, while’ 
the latter are said to be its garira, the cosmic body. Just as the jiva has a 
body which it supports and controls, even so Brahman has the entire 
universe comprising cit and acit as its cosmic body which it supports 
and controls. Just as the body is dependent on the jiva, éven so the 
entire universe which is the cosmic body of God is dependent on Him. 


Since all the objects of the world have come out of the five 
elements, viz ether, air, fire, water, and earth, the latter are said to be 
the cause of the former. Poygai Alvar mentions the ocean and the 
mountain, which are effects, in the third line of the hymn in a suggestive 
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way (upalakgana) to refer to all the things which are effects. In the 
same line, he refers to two elements, viz ether and air, which suggest 
the remaining three elements, viz fire, water, and earth. The body 
mentioned in the last line will also include the senses. And the soul 
which is also stated in the last line is upalaksana for dharmabhita- 
jňāna and nityavibhuti, which are ajada, according to Visistadvaita. 
God owns, supports, and controls everything—lilavibhate as well as 


nityavibhiiti. 
XXXIX 


The Shield of Siva and Vignu 


“May Siva and Visnu protect us—Siva who has the 
bull for His vehicle, who destroyed Tripura, who has 
smeared His body with ashes, who has His consort in 
one part of His body, who has long hairs, who has the 
Gaħgā on His head; and Visnu who has the kite for His 

ee... who tore the chest of Hiranya, whose colour is 

| ike that of a cool, blue gem, who has Sri in His chest, 

ho has a long crown and long feet.” ! [ 74 | 

g uis hymn, like hymn (5), gives a beautiful description of both 

A Vişņu. A spiritual aspirant may worship Siva or Vignu; or 

may worship both of them. The earnest prayer of Poygai Alvar is 
that Siva and Visnu may protect their devotees. 












XL 
God Is the Way 


“ If we think of you, obstacles will disappear, and 
the binding evil deeds will loosen their hold and die. 
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Those who meditate on you are free from old age. 
Those who worship your feet, O the Lord of Sri, will 
find the way (to you). ”! [ 75 ] 


Poygai Alvar says in this hymn that God shows the way to attain 
union with Him, which is calld moksa, by overcoming bondage. 


The word “ kāppu” which occurs at the beginning of the first line 
of the hymn means obstacle. If the word is understood in this sense, 
the meaning of the first line of the hymn is that a spiritual aspirant 
who thinks of God will be free from obstacles. The word “ kappu’? 
may also be explained in the sense of protection. A person has to 
take care of, and protect, his things—his property, his family, his own 
health, etc. He is thus burdened with a heavy responsibility. But 
consider the position in the case of a devotee. Since a person who 
thinks of God and is devoted to Him is taken care of and is protected 
by God, he will be free from the responsibility of protecting his things. 
The supreme God alone is, indeed, the protector, and not the jiva. 
The action of a devotee must be based on this belief. 









What binds a person is karma, which arises because of kama, Ea 
which again is caused by avidya. The causal chain of bor fa 
consisting of avidya, kama, and karma can be cut off by means 0 “a 
tion (bhakti) to the Lord. >= 


The word ‘‘muppu’? which occurs towards the end of the ‘sécond: 
line of the hymn means old age. Every object in the world is subject 
to six changes (bhava-vikara), viz birth, existence, change, growth; a 
decline, and death. Old age which symbolizes decline stands for the 
sixfold bhava-vikara. When Poygai Alvar says that those who meditate 
on God will be free from old age, it is to suggest that the devotees of 
God overcome bondage, which involves the cycle of birth and death, 
and attain moksa. 
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God-realization or mokşa is the goal. If so, the question to be 
answered is: who shows the way to the goal? Poygai Alvar answers 
this question by saying that God Himself shows the way to the goal. 
Since only through the grace of God the practice of karma, jana, and 
bhakti is possible, God Himself is the way as well as the goal. 


XLI 


God Is the Goal 


“Those who worship you in the proper way will 
attain the form as stated in the eternally true Veda. The 
Venkata mountain of the auspicious Lord who measured 
the universe will, without any doubt or fault, ensure the 
attainment of the supreme abode or status.” * [76] 














If God Himself is the way to the goal, what, then, is the nature of 
goal to be attained? Moksa, which means release from bondage, 
oal to be attained. The nature of mokga can be explained in 
ays. In this hymn Poygai Alvar says that release consists in 


ion of one’s nature. 


stated in the Brhadaranyaka (VI, v, 6) that the object 
attainment through the threefold discipline of Sravana, 
nd nididhyasana is Brahman or the supreme Self. Brahman, 
rding to Advaita, is no other than the inward Self of the jiva. 
to avidya, the jiva thinks that it is different from Brahman, that 
a finite being possessing limited knowledge and happiness. But the 
© Upanisad which the Alvar characterizes as eternal and infallible (vafuva- 

moli), declares that the inward Self of the jiva is the supreme Brahman. 
p. There is, for example, the Mandikya text (2) which says: “All this is 
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verily Brahman; and this Self is Brahman.” There is also the celebrated 
Chandogya declaration (VI, viii, 7), “That thou art,” which is repeated 
several times. The jiva, suffering as it does because of avidya, is not 
able to realize its true nature. When avidyā is removed through the 
right knowledge, the jiva realizes its essential nature, and remains in 
its true form as Brahman. That there takes places the manifestation of 
one’s nature (svariipa-avirbhava) at the dawn of the right knowledge and 
that remaining in one’s own form as Sat, cit, and Gnanda is release, are 
stated in the Chandogya text (VIII, xii, 2): “Attaining the supreme 
light, the jiva shines in its true form.” For attaining release, i.e. for 


realizing one’s true nature, one must pursue the discipline prescribed 
. yy 
by Scripture. 


The first two lines of the hymn, which refer to the attainment of 
release, may also be interpreted from the standpoint of Visistadvaita. 


Release is sayujya, attaining union with Brahman, The Jiva is different 


from Brahman, though inseparably related to it. Though by its very 


nature it is endowed with infinite knowledge and unlimited bliss, it 
suffers in its empirical existence due to avidya and karma, Waen 
attains union with Brahman, i.e. sayujya, which is release, it shi 

its true form, regaining its infinite knowledge and bliss. 
soul intuits Brahman as its very Self. 
















It has the experiens 
effect: “What I am, that is He; and what He is, that I am 
jiva even in the state of liberation is, according to Vigistadvai 
tatively different from Brahman, though there is experienti 
between them. Realizing its inseparable relation to Brahman, 
comes the sense of exclusiveness and externality, and remains as no 
different (avibhaga) from Brahman, . The State of releases suchy ¢ 
there is no svarūpa aikya, but only visigta aikya, between the liberate 
soul and Brahman. The goal can be attained through the practice of 


Karma, jana, and bhakti or by prapatti, according to Visigtadvaita. 


Poygai Alvar brings out the greatness of the Venkata hill in the 
last two lines of the hymn. Resort to a holy place like the Venka 
is one way of practising bhakti, The Venketa hill itself, says t 
can confer the highest good on the devo 


ta hi 
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s | XLII 


The Donor and the Receiver 


“You begged of Mahabali (three measures of) 
land: and as soon as the sparkling water (poured by 
him) filled your beautiful palm, did you not grow quickly 
(into the form of Trivkrama) and touch the gods remai- 
ning in the expansive akaSa by your shoulders? Without 
despising the receiver, will any one speak ill of the 


, donor ?” ' [79] 


Reference is made in this hymn to God’s incarnation as Vamana 
and Trivikrama. It is with a view to help Indra that God incarnated 
as Vamana and begged of Mahabali three measures of land. The entire 
universe of which God is the source and support belongs to Him. And 
so, God alone can be the donor. Forgetting this fact, Mahabali because 
ofhis ignorance and egoism claimed that he was the ruler of the world, 
and that the world belonged to him. -He played the role of a donor 
hve away anything which was asked by others. Incarnating as 
the Lord begged.three measures of ground from Mahabali. 
Suming the cosmf# form of Trivikrama, He covered the entire 
two measures; and when Mahabali offered his own head 
asured as the third one, the Lord placed His foot on his head 


















real donor, played the role of a receiver. Poygai 
ar obse t people who do not know the real position despise 
E Lord for his appearance first as the short-statured Vamana and for his 
assumption, soon after getting the offer of gift from Mahabali, of the 
The ignorant do not pay attention to the 






cosmic form of Trivzkrama. 
wrongs committed by Mahabali who claimed as his own what did not 
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belong to him. On the contrary, they blame the Lord as if Hé has 


cheated Mahabali, who managed to conceal his wrongs under the 
cloak of charity. | 


XLII 
Poygai Alvar’s Experience of God 


“ O the virtuous Lord who protected the people from 
the torrential rain of stones by holding aloft the moun- 
tain as an umbrella! Without going outside the thre- 
shold and also without getting into the interior of the 
house, you just now stationed yourself along with Sri in 
the corridor (of the house) situated in the beautiful 
Tirukkovalūr liked by all. It is, indeed, marvellous. ’’! 


| 86 ] 


This hymn contains the internal evidence for the experience of 
God which Poygai Alvar had along with Butattajvar and Peyalvar 


when they took shelter in the narrow dark corridor of the house of-a 
sage at Tirukkovalir. 
















Poygai Alvar refers to the episode of Krgna protecting t 
herds and others against the torrential rain of stones by liftin 
Govardhana hill as an umbrella. 


There is a difference between the experience which the cowé 
had when they witnessed the marvellous act of Krsna lifting up thé 
Govardhana hill and the experience which the first three Alvars h 
when they witnessed the divine presence in their midst. Th€icow-her 


were convinced that Krsna who lifted the hill must be divine. They, 


however, saw only Krgna, But the Alvars were lucky enough to see 


Narayana with Sri. This is, indeed, a marvellous experience, 
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“XLIV 
God-ortented Organs 


“When I think of anything (through the mind), it 
will be your feet. When I sing daily in praise of any- 
thing, it will be your glory. If I adorn my head (with 
any ornament), it will be the beautiful feet of the Lord 
who has the lustrous discus. If so, it does not matter 
whatever happens to me.’’* [ 88 ] 


Poygai Alvar feels happy that his mind, speech, and body are 
completely engrossed in the Lord. 


XLV 
Everything Reveals God 


g “ The pūvai flower that blossoms even as it is seen 
Fac also the kaya flower, both of which grow in a land 
x aiable to them, through their colour reveal to me clearly 
ane. $% beautiful colour of the Lord. (When I am thus 
x orbunate), is there anyone comparable to me? The 
! ipieme Lord who can be compared only with Himself 
“at Hoi “be compared with me.’’? [89] 









i A mystic that he is, Poygai Alvar sees the Lord whose colour is 
S ack whenever he sees flowers such as kay@ and pūvai which are also 
black in colour. The two black flowers mentioned here by the Alvār 
are by way of upalakgana. They stand for all black things. Whenever 
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the Alvar sees anything black, he sees. the Lord ; and he sees the Lord 
manifested in all black things and also everywhere. He is, indeed, 
fortunate in this regard. Is there anyone, the Alvar asks, who is so 
lucky as he is? Is there anyone who can be compared with him in 
this regard? The answer is in the negative. It is not to the point to 
say that the supreme Lord can be compared with him. The Lord is 
unique ; and He cannot be compared with anyone or with anything. ' 


XLVI 
The Vatsalya of God 


“ O the Lord of Laksm1, who has assumed the form 
of akasa and the fire, the ocean full of waves and the air, 
who is sweet like honey and milk (to the eternally free 
souls)! How could your stomach, from which once upon 
a time the world (after having been swallowed by you) 


came out, be filled with the butter that belonged to_. 

< >) + Ea 
Yaśodā, the cow-herdess? ”’? [92] i, 
In this hymn, Poygai Alvar calls attention to the vātsalyą of the | 
Lord towards His devotees. e 


$. 
The first line of the hymn refers to lilavibhati of the Lord™ di 
the source of the elements such as akag a, air, fire, etc., and ote 


of the world which have come out of the elements. 













n 
The four element 
mentioned in the first line of the hymn by Poygai Alvar stands fo 
everything in lilavibhiti. The relation between the objects, sentient as ™. 
well as insentient, which constitute lilavibhati and God must be under W 
stood, according to Viśişțādvaita, in terms of Sarira-Sariri relation, i.e. 
body-soul relation. 

God, whom Poygai Alvar compares to honey and milk in the 


second line of the hymn, is the object of enjoyment to the eternally 
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free souls. He is not merely honey and milk, but is sarvarasa, the 
quint-essence of everything, to the eternally free souls. So the second 
line of the hymn refers to nityavibhitt of the Lord. God is the Lord 
not only of ubhaya-vibhiti, but also of Sri. 


Though God owns Sri as well as ubhaya-vibhiiti, it appears as 
though there is fullness to the Lord only when He has access to the 
things of His devotees. The Lord swallowed the butter which Yagoda 
made by churning the cream, in the same way as He swallowed the 
world at the time of dissolution. The Alvar wonders how the Lord’s 
stomach which accommodated the entire universe could be satisfied 
with a limited quantity of butter. There are two points which Poygai 
Alvar wants to convey here. The first is that the world is not only 
created and supported by God, but is also dissolved in God. Secondly, 
the perfection of God is such that it includes concern and affection for 


the devotees. 


XLVII 


Easy Way to the Goal 


é‘ There is the tongue (the organ necessary for utte- 
ring the name of the Lord) in the mouth. There is the 
mantra, “om namo narayanaya’’, to be repeated several 
times. There is the way to the highest goal from which 
there is no return. How, then, can one resort to bad 
ways?! [95] 


It is easy, says Poygai Alļvār, to attain mokga or God-realization, 
for the means thereto is readily available. There is first of all the 
mantra, ‘‘ ott namo nara@yanadya’’, which is to be uttered. This alone 
will not do. The appropriate organ necessary for reciting the mantra 








l. Br wTUle e esL, BWT BrT) TOT OY 
QUT SZ DrD aos L rL ur D 
brisé sáar QeVayhd ams rL rar AO u 
S&S EHEaanr AFdgyd mb. [95] 


06 POYGAI ALVAR 


is also required. The Alvar says that the tongue which is required 
for reciting the mantra is available. The tongue can do wonders, if 
only it is properly used. We do not have to search for it. It is there 
in the mouth, says the Alvar in a pointed way. It should be used for 
giving our thanks to the Lord and for uttering the sacred asftakgara- 
mantra. 


The state of mokşa is eternal. There is no return to the state of 
bondage from mokga. Bhakti and prapatti are the ways to mokşa 
which is the highest goal to be attained. When the means necessary 
for the attainment of the goal is available, how isit possible for one, 
asks the Alvar, to go astray from the right path ? 


XLVIII 


God Is the Controller 


“O my mind! The red lotus-eyed Lord is the con- 
troller of merit and demerit. He is also the controller of 
this earth, the ocean full of waves, the air, and the @kdsa 
as also the jiva and other sentient beings different from 


these. Hold on to this idea unswervingly till the 
end. °? [96] 


In this hymn, Poygai Alvar conveys the idea that God is the con- 
troller of everything, including the jiva. 


A text of the Brhadâraņyaka Upanişad (III, ii, 13) says: “A 
person becomes good by good work, and bad by bad work.” The 
results of karma, good or bad, of a person determine his rebirth. God 
is the giver of fruits according to the merit and demerit of the jiva. 
He cannot be accused of partiality or cruelty on the ground that some 
are born poor, some others rich, that some are born as men and some 
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others as animals, because the rebirth of a person, the things which he 
experiences in that life, etc., are determined by the karma which he 
has done. God dispenses according to the merit and demerit of the 
jiva. It does not follow from this that God is not independent. 
Consider the case of rain which helps different seeds to sprout, each 
according to its nature, its potentiality. Or, consider the case of a 
king who rewards his servants according to their action. No one will 
accuse the rain and the king of partiality in respect of their work. It 
cannot also be said that the king is not independent just because he 
takes into consideration the action done by his subordinates when he 
has to reward them appropriately. While the karma, good or bad, of 
the jiva determines its future, God is the operative cause which brings 
the merit and the demerit of the jiva to fruition. This idea is also 
conveyed by another text of the Brhad@ranyaka (IV, iv, 5): “ As the 
jiva does and acts, so it becomes. By doing good, it becomes good, 
and by doing evil, it becomes evil—it becomes virtuous through good 


acts and vicious through evil acts. ”’ 


Moreover, God is the controller of all the elements, from ether to 
earth, and the things constituted by these elements. He is also the 


controller of all sentient beings. 


XLIX 
Siva and Vişnu in One Body 


“Though Siva with a body shining like gold, with 
matted hair, and auspicious qualities, and Visnu who 
measured the universe appear in two different forms, one 
is ever in the body of the other.”’? [98] 


Poygai Alvar lays emphasis in this hymn on the concept of 
Sankara-Narayana. Earlier in hymns (5) and (74) he has given 
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beautiful description of both Siva and Vignu. Though their appear- 
ances, functions, abodes, vehicles, weapons, etc., are different, they 
are the manifestations of one and the same ultimate reality. This 
idea is sought to be conveyed by the image of Satikara-Narayana, the 
forms of both Siva and Vignu appearing in the same image. Poygai 
Alvar says that for both Siva and Vignu the body is one. He restates 
the same idea differently by saying that one is in the body of the 
other. 


L 


God, the Indwelling Self 


“O helpful mind! God exists. The good Lord 
exists always (to protect us). He remains in the minds 
of those who think of Him. Know that the Lord who is 


on the (milky) ocean and also on the Venkata hill is in 
my mind.’’? | 99 ] 


God is not only transcendent, but also immanent. Poygai 
Alvar assures us in this hymn that though God is too far away, He is 
also too near, because He dwells in the minds of those who think of 
Him. 


Does God exist or not? Poygai Alvar answers this question 
straightaway by declaring that God exists. Ordinarily no one doubts 
the existence of an empirical entity like a tree or a table. Empirical 
entities fall within the scope of our experience. We perceive them 
through one or more of our senses. We comprehend them through 
our mind. We denote them through words. But since Brahman or 
God is not an empirical entity, it cannot be comprehended by the 
mind and denoted by words. Hence the existence of God becomes 
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problematic. Though one may try to prove the existence of God 
through reasoning, the nature of God can be known only through 
Scripture. There are fruti texts like “Brahman is real, knowledge, 
and infinite’? which conyey the knowledge of Brahman. God who 


\is known through Scripture may be realized through intuition or 


mystic experience. 


Itis stated in the Tattliriya Upanisad (II, vi, 1): “If anyone 
knows Brahman as non-existing, he himself becomes non-existent. If 
anyone knows that Brahman does exist, then they consider him as 
existing by virtue of that (knowledge). ? This text may be interpreted 
in different ways. Brahman, the supreme Being, is no other than the 
inward Self of the individual. If it exists, the individual exists, and 
if it does not, the individua! too does not exist. The Tatttriya text 
quoted above may be interpreted in another way also. God is the 
support and protector of the physica] universe as well as the jiva. If 
Brahman or God is non-existent, the jiva too will be non-existent. 
There is yet another explanation. If a person thinks that Brahman 
or God is non-existent, he has no faith in the scheme of discipline 
comprising jfidna, bhakti, and prapatit. Such a person is called unrigh- 
teous (asan) in this world. If, on the contrary, a person knows that 
Brahman exists, then he pursues the path of karma, jfiana, etc. And 
the wise speak of him as santam, i.e. as one who treads the righteous 


path. 


Poygai Alvar says that God who dwells on the milky ocean and 
who has also His abode on the sacred Veñkața hill is the indwelling 
spirit in the minds of those devotees who always meditate on Him. 
He echoes the teaching of the Brhadaranyaka Upantgad (III, vii, 20) 
which says: ‘He who inhabits the mind and is within, whom the 
mind does not know, whose body is the mind, and who controls the 


mind from within, is the inner Ruler, your own immortal Self. ” 
LI 
Assurance and Attainment 


“Tf you keep within you, O my mind, the Lord 
who measured the world in one step, who destroyed the 
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demon called Kesin, who wears the garland of cool, basil 
leaves, and who has performed marvellous deeds, then 
you can see the two feet of the Lord — one foot (through 
which the Lord measured the world) and the other foot, 
beautiful and red-coloured like a flower, by which he’ 
kicked the cart (z.e. the demon who in the form of a spirit 
animated a cart.’’? [100] 


Poygai Alvar offered the garland of hymns at the feet of the Lord 
and worshipped Him for the purpose of overcoming bondage. This is 
what is stated in the first hymn. His worship of God was fruitful. 
Through the grace of God, who is the way as well as the goal, he 
attained mokga or God-realization. In several hymns he speaks of his 
experience of God. On the basis of his own authentic experience he 
now tells for the benefit of others in the concluding hymn that anyone 
who worships God and meditates on Him in the proper way will attain 
moksa. 


The first two lines of the hymn explain the nature of the purus artha 
to be attained, and the last two lines set forth the means thereto. 


Poygai Alvar speaks of the Lord as “ta@yavan”, ‘“‘kegavan ”, and 
‘‘mayavan”. God is ‘‘oradtyil tāyavan”, one who measured the world by 
one foot. The expression “oradiyil” is significant. Though it may be 
construed in the sense of “‘oradiyal’’ (ie. by one foot), it may also be 
taken as itis. The word “idyam’’ means ownership. So, the expression 
‘“oradtjil tayavan”’ means one who claims the ownership of the world 
which has taken refuge in one foot. Another explanation may also be 
given for the word “‘tayavan’’, The Lord reveals Himself as mother 
(tay) by His quality of accessibility (saulabhya), Just as a mother would 
embrace her children ignoring their faults, even so the Lord by encom- 
passing the world by one foot, played the role of a mother through 
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His deeds of love and redemption. Kegava is an epithet of Krgna 
Kein, a demon who assumed the form of a horse and troubled the 
cow-herds, was killed by Krsna. The two words “ tayavan”’ and 
“ke§avan’” convey the idea that God plays the dual role of protecting 
the good and punishing the wicked. The term “‘mayavan” means one 
who has the power of maya. The Svetagvatara Upanigad (IV, 10) speaks 
of the great Lord as mayin. It says: ‘Know then that prakrti is 
maya, and the wielder of maya is the great Lord.” Moreover, the Lord 
who controls the lilavibhuti and who has manifested Himself through 


many incarnations is a great wonder, beyond our understanding. 


Reference is made in the first line to Krgpavatare. A demon who 
was commissioned by Katsa to kill Krgna assumed the form of a 
spirit and animated a cart for the purpose of crushing the infant 
Krsna sleeping in a cradle. When Kygna kicked the cart with one 
foot as if in sport, the cart broke into pieces, and the demon was 
killed. Poygai Alvar says that one who constantly meditates on the 
Lord, who is endowed with the qualities of saulabhya (easy accessi- 
bility), sausilya (goodness), and vātsalya (affection), will attain His feet, 


i.e. will attain moksa. 


